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This dissertation examines the Young Women’s Christian Association’s International 
Institute movement from an administrative perspective. Founded in the United States 
during the Americanization Era of the early 20th century, the International Institute 
movement developed programs and services for immigrant women. One of the most 
prominent, and least examined, aspects of the movement was its work in the area of 
rhetorical education for non-English speaking immigrant women. Using a feminist, 
administrative historiographic methodology, this project positions the work of the 
International Institute’s administrators ecologically among other Americanization efforts 
taking place in this time period. Arguing that the International Institute movement 
positioned itself differently in relationship to immigrants, this dissertation explores this 
positioning in-depth through archival research. Most specifically, it focuses on the 
aspects of program construction, pedagogy, and activism, showing how each of these 
areas of the International Institute movement’s administration was informed by a 






 describing the implications of this movement on the work of writing program 








How do we educate learners who are the least prepared to succeed? This question has 
been a driving force in the history of education, where we have seen special concern from 
disciplinary, administrative, and public stakeholders regarding how to best approach 
teaching and learning. Some of the strongest responses are elicited when it comes to the 
teaching of rhetorical skills—writing, speaking, reading, and listening. In the field of 
composition and rhetoric, we see the effects of a shared academic and public anxiety 
about students’ writing skills as early as the 1870s, with the addition of a writing 
requirement to Harvard’s entrance examination and the subsequent introduction of 
English A into the first-year curriculum (Connors). Since then, various instantiations of 
the “Why Johnny Can’t Write” argument every several years have spurred perceived 
literacy crises. 
In response to public outcry over supposed deficiencies in rhetorical skills, we’ve 
seen many attempts at administrative and even legislative levels aimed at “fixing” 
students, even though some of these approaches are in direct opposition to contemporary 
research on effective writing pedagogy. At the college level, these responses have 
included administrative structures which place basic writers in classes where the writing 






which require non-native English speakers to take non-credit-bearing English courses, 
often for multiple semesters, before moving on to courses for which they may obtain 
credit. In terms of public response to perceived deficits in rhetorical skills, we’ve seen the 
development of a culture of “accountability” that has placed the blame for students’ 
literate conditions on teachers and schools. Beyond school, we see periodic attempts at 
English-Only policies and legislation that seek to assert control over rhetorical practice 
by imposing a narrow conception on appropriate rhetorical output.  
My research seeks to explore the question of how rhetorical education programs1 
can educate the most vulnerable of students through the investigation of historical 
responses to a perceived literacy crisis. More specifically, I examine the rhetorical 
education of immigrants to the United States during the Americanization Era, which 
spans from 1910 to 1930. This time period presents itself as a natural one for 
contemporary study for several reasons. Most obvious is that the massive influx of non-
native English speakers in the late 19th and early 20th centuries is similar to the situation 
that has developed at many American colleges and universities in the past decade, where 
non-native English speaking populations have become so predominant that scholars have 
recently argued that their presence can no longer be ignored (Preto-Bay and Hansen). 
Additionally, immigrants now make up 14% of the total population of the United 
States—the highest it has been since the Americanization Era. Along with immigrants, 
our classes also include international students and refugees alongside American citizens, 
all with unique linguistic, cultural, and social backgrounds. My work begins from the 
belief that these demographic shifts cannot be ignored if we are to continue to build 






My project, then, examines Americanization programs that were developed in 
response to the need for rhetorical education among immigrants in the early 20th century. 
As an administrator-scholar, I am particularly interested in the ideological and theoretical 
origins of these programs, which translated into rhetorical strategies administrators used 
to develop and argue for their work.  As a teacher-scholar, I am interested in the effect of 
these programs on their students. 
Rather than looking at school-based rhetorical education, however, as many 
scholars have done, my project explores community-based education. In particular, I look 
at the work of the Young Women’s Christian Association (YWCA)’s International 
Institute movement, which developed rhetorical education programs in direct response to 
the rhetorical education needs it saw among immigrant women. With its community-
based focus, this project moves in a slightly different direction than work that has studied 
historical approaches to rhetorical education in the setting of formal schooling. By 
focusing on community-based education, we are able to expand our disciplinary 
knowledge of sites of rhetorical education and also to focus on two categories which have 
generally been excluded from studies of community education: non-native English 
speakers and women. The community-based location of the International Institute 
movement also emerges as an interesting site because of its different institutional 
positioning in comparison to programs we typically study in the field of composition 
studies. With this location, we see increased freedom in the shape programs could take as 
well as increased proximity to the loud, sometimes angry, voices of a public that 






This focus on community-based rhetorical education also differentiates itself from 
previous work in the history of the Americanization Era, which has focused more heavily 
on government-based and industry-based education programs. This project helps to 
expand our general histories of Americanization, particularly as they relate to education, 
while challenging us to consider the historiographic methodologies that have made it 
difficult to render visible the work of community organizations.  
As a whole, this dissertation seeks to describe the development, pedagogical 
practices, and activist activities of the International Institute movement, bringing its work 
into the purview of scholars who are interested in the topics of rhetorical education and 
administration, literacy acquisition, and gender. Operating in the genre of administrative 
history, this project looks at the International Institute movement specifically from an 
administrative perspective, seeking to understand how its administrators built and 
developed the movement in the context of the Americanization Era. Given the scope of 
this project and the extreme breadth of available archival materials (which pales in 
comparison to the innumerable materials that have been lost or never were considered for 
preservation), I focus particularly on three aspects of the administration of this movement 
for which sufficient historical materials exist: its construction and development, its 
pedagogical approaches, and its activist work. Each of these is presented through the lens 
of the implicit ecological feminism from which administrators worked.    
 
1.2 Project Beginnings 
This project, like many archival projects, began with an artifact and with questions. The 






and the Foreign Born Woman by Minnie May Newman. I discovered the text as part of 
the research on early 20th century English as a Second Language (ESL) teaching I was 
undertaking for a graduate seminar in modern rhetoric. Reading through this book, it 
struck me for many reasons. One was its presence at all: a book on this topic implied that 
the teaching of women was a special area of concern in ESL instruction for at least some 
people during this time period. As I read, I learned that indeed there were educators 
particularly concerned with immigrant women because the larger Americanization 
movement, which was the primary vehicle for ESL teaching in this time period, largely 
did not concern itself with the immigrant woman. The second reason this text struck me 
was that, from my contemporary vantage point, this book was a progressive feminist text. 
Its feminist elements were apparent not only in its concern for the wellbeing and 
prosperity of women, but also in the way it promoted women as valuable, independent, 
intelligent, and inherently deserving of respect—ideals which were all very 
countercultural given what I had read in my other research about views toward women in 
this time period.  
And so emerged the questions. I wanted to know more about Newman, about why 
she wrote this book. I wanted to know more about The Womans Press, the publisher, 
about which my quick Internet searches left me clueless. I wanted to know more about 
the culture out of which this book emerged, as it was so contrary to other contemporary 
and modern texts describing the discourse of this time period regarding immigrant 
women.  
My research soon helped me to find that that this text was a product of the work 






Institute movement, a movement which worked to bring educational opportunities to 
immigrant women. As I scoured the literature, though, I could find very little information 
on this movement. A few scholars in history had produced a few articles on this 
movement in the 1970s and 1980s, and I found one dissertation in the field of education 
that mentioned the movement. These enlightened me to the scale of this woman-centered 
movement, to its unique organizational structure and pedagogical approaches, and to its 
role in the Americanization movement. I then knew that I wanted to learn and write more 
about the YWCA and its International Institute movement. 
 
1.3 Situating Histories of Rhetorical Education 
As I began my search to learn more about the International Institute movement and to 
discover the impact this movement could have on rhetorical education today, I found 
myself facing even more questions, one of the most pressing being: Where did this 
movement fit within our disciplinary histories of the teaching and learning of English?  
To answer this question, I found that I needed to take a multidisciplinary approach. 
Writing of the relative lack of study of the Americanization movement in comparison to 
its breadth and the plentiful opportunities it presents to study the relationships among 
language learning, power, and identity, Dayton-Wood remarks that “This oversight 
results in part from the disciplinary boundaries separating researchers in composition-
rhetoric, TESOL, and adult education. To understand the Americanization movement is 
to situate it within an interdisciplinary framework that includes histories of writing 
instruction, adult education, immigration and literacy legislation, and the progressive 






looked for sources on the teaching of English to immigrant women in the early 20th 
century in the fields of rhetoric and composition, community literacy, second language 
studies, and education, hoping that, through their concerns for language, learning, and 
instruction, one of these fields could provide a possible disciplinary home for 
historicizing the work of this movement.   
 
1.3.1 Histories of Composition Studies 
In “Remapping Revisionist Historiography,” David Gold remarks on the “dramatic 
transformation” that historical studies in rhetoric and composition have undergone within 
the past ten years. During this time period, revisionist scholarship has proliferated, 
challenging the once-dominant accounts of James Berlin, Sharon Crowley, Robert J. 
Connors, Albert Kitzhaber, and others who align composition and rhetoric’s history in 
America almost entirely with the white, male, and often elite institutions of higher 
learning founded in the mid- to late-19th century. With some scholars contributing studies 
that have begun to break open the grip of these early accounts of composition’s history, 
research that seeks to go beyond the “Harvard narrative” to develop a richer account of 
composition’s beginnings and early lifespan abounds.  
Famously, Jacqueline Jones Royster and Jean C. Williams’s 1999 article “History 
in the Spaces Left: African American Presence and Narratives of Composition Studies” 
takes on the project of “shifting the gaze” of the “historical lens” of traditional histories 
to focus on the contributions of African American teachers such as Alain Locke, Hallie 
Quinn Brown, and Hugh M. Gloster and the schools at which they worked. Focusing not 






Wharton’s work as a socialist, feminist administrator and teacher at the People’s College 
of Fort Scott, Kansas. Wharton’s textbooks and courses challenged traditional approaches 
to college-level English teaching taking place at this time by particularly focusing on the 
needs of working-class students. In a similar vein, Karyn L. Hollis’s work explores the 
Bryn Mawr Summer School for Women Workers, looking at the development of the 
school, its pedagogy, and the impact of the rhetorical practices of the working-class 
women who attended.   
Also examining gender and writing at the college level, Kelly Ritter’s monograph 
To Know Her Own History: Writing at the Woman's College, 1943-1963, with its focus 
on the curriculum and literacy activities at North Carolina’s Woman’s College, examines 
the often-overlooked women’s college as a site of important work in the history of 
composition. David Gold touches on race, gender, and class in Rhetoric at the Margins, 
Revising the History of Writing Instruction in American Colleges, 1873-1947 by 
recounting the history of Wiley College, a private black liberal arts college; Texas 
Women’s University, a public women’s college; and East Texas Normal College, an 
independent normal school. Jessica Enoch has also explored these areas in her work. Her 
2008 book Refiguring Rhetorical Education: Women Teaching African American, Native 
American, and Chicano/a Students, 1865-1911 looks at the practices of women educators 
whose work in rhetorical education stepped outside the confines of the traditional 
classroom and the traditional role of teacher.   
 Based on the breadth of revisionary histories that have been written in recent 
years, Gold argues that our “‘dominant’ narratives…are dominant no more” (19). Yet, 






in many of these works toward histories that take as their locus the academic institution. 
Though perhaps unconsciously, these histories further function to maintain a bias toward 
disciplinarity, academic literacy, and the contributions of individuals toward developing 
this literacy.  
 Further, many of these histories have been silent on the rhetorical education of 
non-native speakers of English, which is not surprising given the separation between 
second language studies and composition studies. Paul Kei Matsuda identifies this 
division as originating in the 1960s with the growth of Teaching English as a Second 
Language (TESL) as a discipline. (Matsuda, “Disciplinary” 700). Further, Matsuda notes 
that scholars in composition studies have largely viewed students, both pedagogically and 
in terms of research, as linguistically homogeneous “native English speakers by default” 
(“Myth” 637). Matsuda argues that these two factors have influenced composition’s 
general lack of consideration of non-native English speakers in a majority of research 
studies, theories, and pedagogies. Given this division, it is not surprising that histories of 
composition would largely exclude the teaching of English as a second language.   
 
1.3.2 Histories of Community Literacy Instruction 
Speaking in response to the hyper-focus on the academy that has dominated accounts of 
rhetorical education, the field of community literacy explores how literacy education 
takes place outside the doors of the traditional academic institution2. Anne Ruggles Gere, 
for example, writes in her 1994 piece, “Kitchen Tables and Rented Rooms: The 
Extracurriculum of Composition” about the literacy practices of community writing 






composition studies, she names the historiographic practices of compositionists as 
responsible for the lack of inclusion of non-academic writing practices: “In concentrating 
upon establishing our position within the academy, we have neglected to recount the 
history of composition in other contexts; we have neglected composition's 
extracurriculum” (79). Here, extracurriculum, (adapted from Rudolph and used by 
scholars such as Applebee and Graff) refers to literacy activities taking place in college 
and universities outside the formal curriculum (e.g., literary clubs and fraternities). 
Contrasting her work to the work of these scholars who have focused on elite, white 
males in the academy, Gere offers her own work as a revised version of this 
extracurriculum: “In contrast, my version of the extracurriculum includes the present as 
well as the past; it extends beyond the academy to encompass the multiple contexts in 
which persons seek to improve their own writing; it includes more diversity in gender, 
race, and class among writers; and it avoids, as much as possible, a reenactment of 
professionalization in its narrative” (80). Throughout her article, Gere contributes to the 
expanding of historical narratives by tracing a rich extracurriculum through the 19th and 
20th centuries. Though she does not reject the narratives of rhetorical history that center 
on professionalization in the academy, Gere makes a strong argument for an expanded 
history that includes the extracurriculum of composition, one that “considers the various 
sites in which the extracurriculum has been enacted, the local circumstances that 
supported its development, the material artifacts employed by its practitioners” (90).  
Though not often positioning their work as alternative histories of composition 
studies, or even necessarily as studies of community literacy, many scholars interested in 






figures in literacy that played an important role in rhetoric outside of the traditional 
school system. One particular area of interest has been race, which Royster and Jones 
have identified as a facet of composition histories that has been gravely uninterrogated. 
Royster’s Traces of a Stream: Literacy and Social Change among African American 
Women looks at the work of African American women rhetors through the 18th and 19th 
centuries, with a specific focus on the essay, to demonstrate the impact of this literacy on 
creating social change. Also focusing on the development of African American literacy, 
Shirley Wilson Logan’s Sites of Rhetorical Education in Nineteenth-Century Black 
America looks at various avenues of literacy education--public and private, formal and 
informal, self- and other-sponsored--that influenced black literacy habits. Susan Kates, 
working specifically with the intention to expand histories of composition studies to 
include accounts of African Americans as well as literacies developed outside of the 
academy, looks at the Citizenship School Program, a literacy campaign carried out in the 
middle of the 20th century to help African Americans pass intentionally-biased literacy 
tests that prevented them from voting. Together, these pieces of scholarship demonstrate 
that much good work has been done toward examining race and non-school literacy 
instruction. Nevertheless, these efforts by themselves are certainly not sufficient if we are 
to develop richly inclusive histories of literacy development, in school or in the 
community, to serve as a foundation for future work in the fields of composition or 
literacy studies.  
Other historical accounts of literacy development outside the school setting have 
looked specifically at the literacy development carried out by and/or made available to 






U.S. Women's Clubs, 1880-1920 examines the literacy practices of women’s club 
members of varying ages, classes, and nationalities. Focusing on issues such as 
immigration, Americanization, consumerism, philanthropy, gender, and 
professionalization in English studies, Gere illustrates the import role that literacy 
practices of women’s clubs played in American culture, even if this role has largely been 
forgotten or ignored by today’s histories. Continuing this recovery work, George, Weiser, 
and Zepernick’s volume Women and Rhetoric between the Wars outlines rhetorical 
theories and practices of women, both as individuals and in collaboration, during the 
early 20th century. In recovering and reclaiming these rhetors for the rhetorical tradition, 
the authors seek to create a “usable past” that will inform present and future teaching and 
research and call attention to the cyclic erasure of women from composition studies (5). 
Seeking not to serve as histories but rather as accounts of the present, the majority 
of studies of community literacies have been focused on literacy practices and sites of the 
later 20th century to today. Among the most prominent of these are studies by Shirley 
Brice Heath, Deborah Brandt, and Linda Flower. Heath’s groundbreaking ethnographic 
text Ways with Words: Language, Life and Work in Communities and Classrooms looks 
at the role the home and the community play in the development of literacy alongside 
mainstream school and workplace literacies.  More recently, her text Words at Work and 
Play: Three Decades in Family and Community Life looks closely at a smaller group of 
the families studied in her previous work, tracking how economic factors and changes in 
family structure, location, and technology have influenced literacy development. In 
particular, Heath points out the role that youth organizations play in children’s and teens’ 






Lives examines the “changing conditions of literacy learning” during the 20th century (2). 
Charting the literacy development of 80 individuals along with the shifts in labor that 
necessitated increased literacy skills, Brandt analyzes literacy development in relation to 
the material and economic, thereby demonstrating the complexity of literacy and the 
relevance of studying not just school-based literacies but rather “everyday literacy.”  
 Focusing on a single site, Linda Flower has written about the role of Pittsburgh’s 
Community Literacy Center (CLC) in the lives of community members. Along with 
Wayne Campbell Peck and Lorraine Higgins, she describes the Center’s work to facilitate 
social change and promote intercultural communication by grounding itself in a spirit of 
education and inquiry. Using examples of problems that community members addressed 
by working with the CLC, the authors demonstrate that collaborative university-
community partnerships in a community-based setting can lead to great literacy gains 
and, often, successful conflict resolution. In a later work, Community Literacy and the 
Rhetoric of Public Engagement, Flower further describes the people and projects with 
which the CLC has been involved, while also theorizing the work of community literacy 
in relation to community engagement as understood by composition studies. For Flower, 
community literacy involves deliberate collaboration, inquiry, and social change, making 
her work distinct from other studies of literacy in the community.  
Overall, scholars have done important work in extending the study of literacy 
teaching, acquisition, and usage to sites outside the classroom. Though these works serve 
as histories of work in literacy studies, they are often focused on single locations or small 
groups of learners. Work today must continue to broaden the domain of literacy studies in 






has happened throughout time and what the implications of these past literacy teaching 
and learning experience are for present and future work.  
In particular, this expansion project must include the examination of previously 
understudied sites and methods of rhetorical education, as well as neglected populations. 
For the most part, the literature reveals studies of native speakers of English acquiring 
English literacy skills—few study the language acquisition of non-native English 
speakers. Further, literacy studies often examine self- or home-sponsored literacies, 
informal small-group literacies, or a single, local community site, while work in 
composition studies tends to focus on traditional educational institutions. 
Underrepresented, and in need of study, are accounts of larger-reaching rhetorical 
education initiatives occurring systematically but in non-school settings.   
  
1.3.3 Histories of Second Language Studies 
In comparison to the almost ceaseless work of historicizing that occurs in composition 
studies and the numerous efforts at the recovery of literacy practices that characterize the 
fields of literacy studies and composition and rhetoric, there has been relatively little 
work done toward developing histories of the teaching of second languages, including the 
teaching of English. Howatt and Widdowson’s volume A History of English Language 
Teaching stands as one of the few texts to present a unified narrative of English teaching 
practices. Howatt and Widdowson divide their work into three sections as they outline the 
teaching on English, beginning with an inquiry into the development of English teaching, 
along with various efforts to “fix” the English language, from 1400 to 1800. The second 






European colonies as well as across Europe, with a specific focus on the major schools of 
language teaching which are still recognizable today: the grammar-translation method 
and the direct method. Beginning with the year 1900 and going to the present day, the 
third section covers the professionalization of English language teaching and specific 
movements in teaching in the last 100 years, such as applied linguistics, communicative 
approaches to language teaching, and the English for Specific Purposes approach. While 
Howatt and Widdowson’s text distinguishes itself for its breadth in terms of chronology 
and geographic coverage, we must also note that it is largely Eurocentric, with only 
minimal acknowledgment of English teaching practices occurring in the United States. In 
terms of the coverage it does provide of Europe, the authors point to only two sites of 
non-traditional education. The first is the teaching of adults in Europe, which took place 
largely in private language schools. Here, the authors primarily discuss the contributions 
of Harold Palmer, along with his university and publishing career. The second context is 
the teaching of English as a foreign language in the United Kingdom; here, though, 
Howatt and Widdowson note that “not a great deal is known about this constituency 
before the 1930s” (236), and they provide only a short paragraph describing the efforts of 
one language teacher, C. E. Eckersley, as he moved from developing adult evening 
language classes in 1929 to a career as a textbook author.  
Regarding the development of English language teaching in the U.S., Moulton’s 
Linguistics and Language Teaching in the United States, 1940-1960 and Darian’s English 
as a Foreign Language: History, Development and Methods of Teaching each offer a 
closer look at the development of language teaching in America. Moulton’s text focuses 






overview of the development of foreign language teaching in the U.S., spurred initially 
by the political climate resulting from World War II and later professionalized as a result 
of linguists’ contributions toward new methods of teaching. In regard to the teaching of 
English as a foreign language, Moulton has comparatively less to say, noting that it 
developed “very differently” from foreign language teaching, that “it involved only small 
numbers of students” until the 1950s, and that this effort “was largely under the direction 
of trained linguists” (102). For Moulton, English as a second language instruction is very 
narrowly conceived, consisting only of intensive English programs, such as the 
University of Michigan’s English Language Institute, and of English teaching programs 
abroad. No mention is made of English teaching efforts taking place among residents of 
the United States or before 1950.  
A more comprehensive text than Moulton’s, Darian’s text acknowledges the 
teaching of English as a second/foreign language pre-1950 and in a broader scope than 
only the university-based intensive English programs identified by Moulton. In particular, 
Darian contends that ESL teaching in the U.S. began with the more than 30 million 
immigrants who arrived in the U.S. in the late 19th and early 20th centuries, an effort 
which took place through a combination of public and private efforts. According to 
Darian, organizations like the Immigrants Protective League, the Young Men’s Christian 
Association, and the North American Civic League for Immigrants worked either 
independently or in tandem with public officials to assist in the Americanization of 
immigrants through the teaching of English; “public-corporate” approaches to English 
teaching also began during the period from 1910 to 1920 (Darian 74-75). By discussing 






noted that Darian’s text leaves much room for further study, with only a single paragraph 
of his text covering these initiatives in English language teaching.  
Similarly acknowledging the role of immigrants in developing a more complete 
history of language teaching, Cavanaugh discusses the teaching of English to immigrants 
and in non-school settings in her brief article “History of Teaching English as A Second 
Language.” Here, Cavanaugh highlights the major points in U.S. English language 
teaching from colonial days until WWII, including the back-and-forth battle among 
immigrant groups wishing to educate students in their native languages and English-only 
laws aimed at Americanization, as well as the Americanization movement of the early 
1900s targeting recent immigrants. Though this article gives a good overview of 
movements in the teaching of English to non-native speakers in the U.S., its length, 
running at just over 5 pages, leaves much room for further study.  
A more comprehensive and contemporary text that covers the history of English 
language teaching is Paul Kei Matsuda’s dissertation ESL Writing in Twentieth-Century 
U.S. Higher Education: The Formation of an Interdisciplinary Field. With limited 
histories of second language teaching available, Matsuda’s work helps to fill in a wide 
chasm in research on ESL teaching. His work also leaves room, though, for studies of 
second language teaching concerning speaking, listening, reading, and writing skills 
outside of the higher education system and in a wider time period, given that much of his 
work focuses on second language instruction after World War II. Raimes takes a similar 
approach, with her history of L2 writing instruction beginning in 1966 with the founding 






It should also be noted that none of these texts discuss the teaching of English to 
Native Americans as part of ESL/EFL history. When Native Americans are discussed, it 
is typically in reference to the work done in cultural anthropology and descriptive 
linguistics to record indigenous languages. Little mention is made of the widespread 
eradication of Native American languages and cultures through the forced teaching and 
learning of English in U.S. reservation schools. This failure to acknowledge this era in 
American history and the teaching of English is certainly a grave omission which must be 
corrected in future histories.  
 
1.3.4 Histories of Education 
The field of education has been able to provide a more extensive catalogue of locations 
and programs of education that span beyond traditional primary, secondary, and post-
secondary institutions. In particular, the field of adult education has made careful note of 
the role of non-traditional sites of education. Adult education pioneer Malcolm S. 
Knowles’ History of the Adult Education Movement in the United States surveys a variety 
of sponsors of adult education throughout United States history, including 
correspondence courses, industrial education courses, libraries, museums, religious 
institutions, cooperative extension services, labor unions, and voluntary associations. In 
this history, Knowles notes the development of public evening school classes and 
correspondence courses as serving immigrant populations; his account, however, is 
sparse, chronicling only that these efforts existed without providing detail regarding who 







Stubblefield and Keane offer a slightly broader account of early 20th-century immigrant 
education in their text, Adult Education in the American Experience. Here, the authors 
situate the influx of immigrants in the early 20th-century in the context of industrialization 
and the growth of cities, pointing to a number of educational settings that focused not 
only on immigrants but on workers, many of whom were immigrants. Specifically, the 
authors briefly discuss the settlement house movement, community centers, people’s 
institutes, women’s clubs, formal immigrant schools (such as the Hungarian Free 
Lyceum), informal contexts (such as saloons, churches, and theaters), and industrial 
settings (Stubblefield and Keane 172-183) as common sites of adult education in this 
time period. While this is a slight expansion of Knowles’ work, Stubblefield and Keane 
align only settlement houses, immigrant schools, and informal and industrial settings with 
immigrant education. As with Knowles’ text, their work also serves as a broad overview 
of educational endeavors, with little comment regarding the larger social issues including 
race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or gender surrounding these approaches to 
education and little inquiry into their workings.  
In terms of broader histories of the field of education, we see a troubling lack of 
attention to historical immigrant education. Pulliam and Van Patten’s work, The History 
and Social Foundations of American Education does not mention immigrant education in 
its chronological account of United States education history. In terms of minorities, 
African Americans and Latinos receive some attention, but no other groups are 
mentioned. Similarly, John L. Rury’s Education and Social Change: Contours in the 
History of American Schooling focuses only on mainstream academic experiences in its 






in the shaping of 20th-century America. Urban and Wagoner Jr.’s American Education: A 
History goes beyond Rury’s text in at least mentioning immigrant experiences in the U.S. 
school system in the early to mid-1900s, but their discussion is limited to less than four 
pages in which they focus exclusively on immigrant children in the public and parochial 
school systems. Finally, Parkerson and Parkerson’s Transitions in American Education: 
A Social History of Teaching also provides commentary on immigrants in the education 
system, though their discussion of immigrants is largely focused on post-1960 
immigrants in the traditional school system. The authors do spend a chapter of their text 
focusing on women in education, providing a discussion of gender largely absent from 
other texts, but this section focuses primarily on white, native-born women entering the 
teaching profession, with only a short discussion of female students in traditional settings.  
As this brief survey of histories of American education demonstrates, little 
attention has been paid to the education of immigrants in the early-20th century United 
States thus far in the field of education. While some histories have begun to acknowledge 
the role and impact of immigrant education on American society, most are focused 
exclusively on traditional school settings. Work that does go beyond this system is 
limited, stopping short of focusing specifically on the project of English language 
teaching and failing to engage issues of gender, race, ethnicity, and socioeconomic status 
as factors that influenced the shape of educational policies and practices and the 







1.3.5 Bridging Disciplinary Intersections of Rhetorical Education 
Weaving together the scholarship in these fields of study, we can see that much excellent 
work has been done in these four areas to account for the historical rhetorical education 
that has taken place in the United States. However, several persistent gaps are evident in 
these histories, the most common being a tendency to focus on mainstream academic 
experiences, frequently in the context of higher education, thereby excluding work that 
has occurred in non-traditional settings. Further, there is a strong bias toward the study of 
rhetorical education in regard to native English speakers, with much less attention being 
paid to literacy efforts geared toward second language learners. Finally, each of these 
fields leaves space for studies of race, ethnicity, socioeconomic status, and gender in 
relation to rhetorical education. Work that fills in these gaps is necessary not only to 
revise our current understanding of historical rhetorical instruction and practices but also 
to serve as a foundation for thinking about the challenges we face today, in the academy 
and in society, regarding the administration of programs that teach verbal literacies, 
which include reading, writing, listening, and speaking skills, as well as cultural 
literacies. The present study of the YWCA’s International Institute movement is situated 
at the intersections of these fields, seeking to fill chasms that run laterally across these 
disciplines in terms of present knowledge regarding the history of rhetorical education.  
 
1.4 Feminist Administrative Practices in Historical Contexts: The YWCA’s 
International Institute Movement 
The present study seeks to fill in disciplinary gaps by examining one moment in the 






to immigrants in the early 20th century. While there are many reasons why this topic and 
time period deserve further scholarly attention, one obvious reason is that we know that 
the teaching of English occurred on a massive scale during this time period. Histories of 
this time period document the Americanization movement, which consisted of an array of 
efforts, both public and private, to integrate immigrants into American society. A 
significant part of this movement was the teaching of English to immigrants, which 
occurred in multiple settings and through an array of methods. Direct evidence of this 
teaching comes to us through extant textbooks from the era, which have been analyzed to 
some degree by scholars such as Darian, Dayton-Wood, and, most recently, Wan, whose 
work I will discuss in more depth in the following chapters. These analyses reveal that 
the teaching of English to immigrants was fraught with far more complexity than simple 
questions regarding effective pedagogical approaches; public officials (at the federal, 
state, and local levels), union leaders, and industrial leaders from both progressive and 
conservative camps sought to use Americanization and the teaching of English as a way 
to shape America into their vision of an ideal society. The present research seeks to add 
another dimension to the picture drawn by these scholars by exploring a new location in 
the vast web of Americanization education, looking not to the work of state and industry-
sponsored programs but rather to the community organization.  
Thus far, studies of the role of community organizations in English literacy 
instruction have been largely limited to explorations of the settlement house movement. 
O’Rourke’s dissertation, for example, looks at literacy learning and practices at Hull 
House from the late 19th to mid-20th centuries. While such studies are incredibly valuable, 






focus. This work seeks to expand on the work done by scholars looking at the settlement 
house movement by bringing attention to other community organizations who undertook 
English language instruction for immigrants. 
Following the tradition of feminist scholarship which has been so fruitful in 
expanding the scope of work considered as rhetorical, this project seeks to expand our 
traditional histories of rhetorical education. In particular, I seek to understand how 
feminist administrative practices have been and can be incorporated into the planning, 
construction, and growth of rhetorical education programs as an approach to better 
meeting the needs of students and stakeholders. To accomplish this task, my project 
examines the work of the Young Women’s Christian Association’s International Institute 
movement, which offered a comprehensive rhetorical education program for immigrant 
women.  
Led by Edith Terry Bremer, the International Institute movement officially began 
in New York City in 1911 and blossomed over the next 15 years, with YWCA workers 
establishing Institutes in more than 50 cities across the U.S. Their work included 
expansion into Texas and California, seeking to serve not only European immigrants but 
also women from Mexico, China, and Japan. While some scholars report that 
Americanization programs focused on the teaching of English began to fade by the early 
1920s, a look at this alternate site of rhetorical education reveals that this time period was 
in fact the heyday of the International Institute movement, which continued to strengthen 
as a part of the YWCA through the late 1920s.  
Given the success of this little-known movement, this project looks to archival 






Institute movement as a rhetorical artifact, exploring how the International Institute’s 
founders and administrators used rhetorical skill to develop programs designed for the 
needs of immigrant women. In the following chapters, I explore the theories, pedagogies, 
and rhetorical strategies that were used to challenge dominant discourses and educational 
approaches to the education of immigrants. Relying on administrative documentation in 
addition to published texts and reading all of these through the lens of a feminist 
administrative historiography, this project argues that feminist, ecological administrative 
practices contributed to the International Institute movement’s growth and success. 
Although administrators in this time period would not have considered themselves 
feminist, the use of this contemporary term enables us to make sense of the work 
administrators were undertaking in this movement, and, in addition, it illustrates the 
connection between past and present YWCA work. Ultimately, I argue, the feminist, 
ecological practices enacted by YWCA administrators remain a viable model today.  
 
1.5 Contributions to Scholarly Conversation 
In addition to expanding disciplinary histories and analyzing of feminist administrative 
practices in the context of rhetorical education programs, this dissertation will 
simultaneously contribute toward a number of additional efforts. First, this work will help 
to break down categories that artificially separate disciplines and define veins of inquiry. 
In terms of disciplinary separations, composition studies and second language studies 
scholars do not cross paths often enough. As my study will demonstrate, however, the 
work of educating non-native English speakers often involves education that is not just 






ignore the teaching of non-native speakers and for second language specialists to operate 
without attention to the rhetorical dimensions of language instruction.  
Another key contribution of this work will be to explore the value that 
community-based second language instruction has brought, and can continue to bring, to 
the endeavor of structured education in a variety of settings. By exploring the motivations 
and values under which community organizations operated their educational programs, 
values which differed from government-based and industry-based programs, we can 
better understand the conditions in which effective language teaching occurs. Given the 
linguistic diversity that characterizes contemporary college classrooms in the United 
States, this work will challenge all rhetorical educators, administrators, and policymakers 
to reconsider their approaches to education, encouraging them to develop programs and 
pedagogies that take into consideration the social-emotional aspect of education, 
including attitudes towards students’ and teachers’ cultures and backgrounds, 
motivations, and end goals.  
Despite the difference in location of the International Institute movement from 
traditional, school-based rhetorical education programs, there are enough similarities 
between these historical programs and our work today that we still have much to learn 
from a study of this scope. First, the fundamental goal to provide effective rhetorical 
education for diverse learners rings true for both the International Institute movement and 
the work that contemporary writing program administrators do. Second, the 
administrators of the International Institute movement still operated within specific 
institutional contexts, as do writing programs today. Yet, in spite of these similarities, we 






Institute movement approached their work. This study serves as a first attempt at an 
administrative history of rhetorical education in a community setting that can greatly 
enrich our perspectives on how to build successful, sustainable programs that speak to the 
needs of all our stakeholders.  
Stated succinctly, this study of early 20th-century ESL rhetorical education seeks 
to accomplish the following goals, which range from practical to theoretical: 1) to 
contribute to histories in composition studies, community literacy studies, second 
language studies, and education, 2) to further develop our knowledge of practical aspects 
of second-language teaching, 3) to expand our knowledge of feminist, ecological 
administrative practices, 4) to help bridge the gap between composition studies and 
second language studies, and 5) to provide writing program administrators today insights 
into effective rhetorical education that will help them proactively develop programs that 
will meet the needs of a variety of stakeholders. Each of these goals is addressed through 
an archival study of community organizations involved in rhetorical education.  
 
1.6 Approaching this Research 
Given the context described above, this project consists of an archival study that seeks to 
develop a fuller understanding of how and why the rhetorical education programs of the 
YWCA’s International Institute movement developed in the early 20th century. I focus 
particularly on the years from 1910-1930. I begin with 1910 because this was the year the 
YWCA’s first efforts to reach immigrant women began. Additionally, 1910 marks the 
year of establishment of New York’s Bureau of Industries and Immigration. As “the first 






array of “social welfare services to the hundreds of thousands of immigrants who arrived 
in New York each year” (Ziegler-McPherson 2). The establishment of this organization 
stands as a symbol of the nation’s conscious decision to make the immigrant a matter of 
concern.  
 
1.6.1 Research Questions 
This project explores the following research questions: 
1) Why did community organizations such as the YWCA take on the project of 
developing rhetorical education programs for immigrant women? What were the 
goals, values, and motivations that informed the construction and administrative 
practices of the International Institute movement? 
2) What type of pedagogy did International Institutes use for the instruction of 
immigrant women during this time period?  
 How did it vary from instruction occurring in state, city, or industrial schools? 
 How did gender impact pedagogy, teaching, and learning? 
 
3) How can knowledge about community rhetorical education programs from this era 
help (re)form our current identities as writing program administrators (WPAs), 
instructors, and experts in rhetorical education? How can this identity influence 
contemporary administrators as seek to build we integrated, engaged writing 
programs that anticipate and respond to the diverse linguistic, social, cultural, and 






1.7 Project Overview 
This project is divided into several chapters to provide adequate historical context, convey 
archival findings, and explore the application of these findings for work in rhetorical 
education today.       
Chapter 2 explores my approach to this project, introducing and carefully 
describing my methodology and methods, as advocated for by L’Eplattenier and others. I 
begin by describing the contributions of feminist historiography to my project. Then, I 
discuss administrative historiography as a lens that allows us to illuminate the 
administrative aspects of the International Institute movement. Contributing to this lens, 
also, is scholarship in rhetorical ecologies. Transforming these methodologies into my 
methods, I next outline the feminist methods of critical imagination and strategic 
contemplation offered by Royster and Kirsch. Finally, in following feminist 
historiography’s call for researchers to make known their own locations and motivations 
in relation to their work, I recount my development of this project and my scholarly and 
personal entanglements with this topic.  
Chapter 3 situates my research by providing an overview of the teaching of 
English in mainstream settings as part of the Americanization movement of the late 19th 
and early 20th centuries. Using a combination of primary and secondary sources to outline 
government-led, employer-led, and union-led programs, I describe how these programs 
have typically been defined as falling along a conservative-progressive spectrum. Using a 
feminist administrative lens grounded in location, I propose an ecological model that 
resituates various Americanization programs in terms of their location in relation to 






possible administrative approaches to rhetorical education. I use this reframing to focus 
on how the International Institute movement established itself and differentiated itself 
from other programs.  
Moving more deeply into to the findings of my archival research, Chapter 4 
describes the founding and development of the YWCA’s International Institute 
movement and their early work (1910-1930) in relation to rhetorical education. Using the 
lens of pragmatist feminist theory, I argue that Edith Terry Bremer (the movement’s 
founder) and the women under her leadership relied on an implicit pragmatist feminism 
grounded in embodiment, pluralism, and process to guide the programs’ physical and 
ideological development. Ultimately, I argue, this pragmatist feminist orientation, which 
represents a rhetorical approach to administration, was an important component of the 
programs’ success.       
Looking next at the topic of pedagogical development in the International 
Institutes’ rhetorical education program, Chapter 5 delves into the pedagogical practices 
employed in the YWCA’s efforts to reach immigrants through their International 
Institutes in more than 50 cities. This chapter demonstrates that the International 
Institutes’ administrators implicitly followed and promoted feminist pedagogical 
principles while advancing a feminist agenda grounded in the local experiences of 
students. I illustrate this thesis through the analysis of archival documents related to 
pedagogy as well historical texts. Along with the previous chapter, Chapter 5 contributes 
toward painting a picture of rhetorically-driven, ecological administrative practices.  
In Chapter 6, I discuss a third aspect of the International Institute movement’s 






developed, administrators found that negative views toward immigrants, held by YWCA 
members as well as the general public, limited immigrant women’s ultimate chances at 
thriving. Drawing from recent work in the field of writing program administration, I 
explore International Institute administrators’ decision to enter into advocacy work and 
their maturation into activism in order to influence public perceptions of immigrants. 
Through the analysis of meeting minutes, reports, and publications, I argue that 
administrators developed flexible, rhetorical approaches to this persuasive work aimed at 
improving the conditions of women.  
I conclude my project with Chapter 7, where I discuss the impact and legacy of 
the International Institute movement. I argue that the study of this previously 
unacknowledged moment in the history of composition studies, second language studies, 
community literacy studies, and education fills in a pressing gap in our disciplinary 
knowledge. In addition to helping contemporary readers understand more about the 
historical development and implementation of a community-based literacy program 
designed for marginalized populations of women and minorities, this project also 
contributes toward building a model of feminist rhetorical administration, a model which 






  FEMINIST ADMINISTRATIVE HISTORIOGRAPHIC 
METHODOLOGIES AND METHODS 
2.1 Introduction 
When you build a field’s history, something always gets left out. As my review of 
disciplinary histories of rhetoric and composition, second language studies, community 
literacy studies, and education in the previous chapter demonstrates, one area these fields 
have yet to adequately address is the complex web of English language education efforts 
of the Americanization movement in the early part of the 20th century. In addition to 
having only a very small number of histories that discuss this era, even less has been 
done to study educational programs designed by and for non-native English speakers, for 
immigrant women, or at the community level. As a result, the rhetorical education work 
done for and with immigrant women and in community settings has been rendered almost 
entirely invisible. This project seeks in part to strengthen these disciplinary histories by 
turning our attention to some of the areas that have yet to be full accounted for, by 
bringing to life the work of an educational program operating in the peripheries of our 
present-day histories. More specifically, I am constructing and administrative history of 







In investigating the rhetorical work of immigrant women’s rhetorical education, I 
have turned to methodologies that enable us to see and understand the approaches that 
various Americanization programs took to rhetorical education. At a basic level, this 
history emerges out of the tradition of feminist historiography as practiced by scholars in 
the field of rhetoric. Feminist historiography’s focus on the recovery of women, reading 
through the lens of gender, and accounting for the emotional and personal as well as the 
logical and the public makes the work of the International Institute visible as a 
community-based response. This response operated distinctly from government-based 
and industry-based approaches to the issue of immigrant education.  
Merely recognizing the existence of the International Institute movement and 
adding it to our disciplinary collection of organizations that participated in the 
Americanization movement is not enough, however, to understand the development, 
practices, or impact of the Americanization movement or specific programs within it. 
Because my research centers on the history and development of a single education 
program within the larger Americanization movement, I seek to augment and focus the 
concerns of feminist rhetorical historiography with recent work in the history and theory 
of writing program administration. To do so, I construct an “administrative 
historiographic” lens, which I develop from the historical and theoretical moves that 
scholars such as L’Eplattenier and Mastrangelo, Ratcliffe and Rickly, and Ryan have 
made in their recent work in writing program administration; I also draw from the work 
of scholars in rhetorical ecologies. This lens allows me as a researcher to focus my 
analysis specifically on the administrative work of the International Institutes’ leaders, 






outreach work—three aspects of administrative work that are largely excluded from 
traditional approaches to historicizing the work of the Americanization Era. 
Using this framework, I argue, allows us to understand the development, 
structures, and practices of this program within the broader context of Americanization 
efforts, enabling us to make sense of why the International Institute developed the way it 
did and where it did, how it was administered, and how it operated in relation to other 
programs and a variety of stakeholders. Following the work of scholars who have 
recently reflected on theories WPAs can use to understand and guide their programs, I 
particularly focus on the way administrative methodologies, with their interest in 
location, relation, and materiality, can illuminate new aspects of the study of rhetorical 
education programs developed during the Americanization Era.    
This chapter describes the methodologies and methods that contributed to the 
construction of this administrative history. After describing the contributions from work 
in feminist rhetorical historiography in establishing space for this history, I argue that an 
administration-centered historiography is needed to understand the International Institute 
movement from a programmatic perspective. After detailing the concerns of an 
administrative historiography, I then describe the methods I used to enact this 
methodology, which include Royster and Kirsch’s rhetorical practices of critical 
imagination and strategic contemplation in my analysis and interpretation of archival 
materials. I conclude by accounting for my personal interest in and connections to this 
topic, as many feminist researchers have called for more explicit accounts of the 






2.2 Feminist Rhetorical Historiography 
Guiding many of the projects which have sought to replace the “dominant narratives” of 
composition studies has been the work of feminist rhetorical historiographers, whose 
methodological positioning has provided the theoretical background necessary to 
articulate the value of alternative histories and to guide new methods of inquiry. 
“Traditional” feminist methodologies encourage history writers to look to previously 
under-examined or unexplored sources for materials, and to push beyond the bounds of 
traditional accounts of the history of rhetoric—accounts which privilege males, the 
wealthy, and traditional schooling. These “traditional” feminist historiographic 
approaches have fallen into two main categories to date: recovery work and the gendered 
reading of traditional texts (Enoch “Changing”). As the work of the recovery of women 
rhetors and rhetoricians has developed over the last half century, many scholars, 
including Enoch, argue that recovery scholarship needs to be concerned with doing more 
than simply “inserting women’s rhetorics into the establishment of rhetorical history.” 
Rather, in recent years, “feminist scholars…have celebrated the ways that recovery 
enables (and often compels) them to challenge the rhetorical tradition and compose new 
understandings of canonical theories, knowledge, and terms” (61). Part of the work of a 
feminist historical project then can be to expand histories in ways that may have not yet 
been imagined.  
Applying Enoch’s analysis of the value of recovery work to my project, I seek 
through this history not simply to add knowledge of the development and implementation 
of the International Institute movement to our understanding of the Americanization 






revisit how we interpret the rhetorical education work of this time period as a whole. I 
seek to discover how knowledge of the International Institute movement changes our 
understanding of how Americanization was defined and practiced, how administrators 
approached the work of English language teaching and rhetorical instruction in this time 
period, and how we measure the success or failure of various Americanization programs 
in terms of their impact on women.  
In addition to the work of recovery, Enoch names the reading of texts through the 
lens of gender as a second frequent element of histories grounded in traditional feminist 
historiographic methodologies and methods. By applying this element to works that have 
not yet been studied in this light, scholars “revise the tradition by disturbing conventional 
understandings of what is valuable and what is not and attending to those theories, 
practices, and understandings deemed inadequate or even invisible through the gendering 
process” (Enoch “Changing” 68). This approach is especially relevant for this project, as 
I seek to study the educational work of and for women, an area that was largely ignored 
by Americanizers in the early 20th century and has simultaneously been under-studied by 
scholars examining the Americanization movement. By including gender as a category of 
analysis, this project calls attention to the locations of educational programs for 
immigrant women in the Americanization era. The traditional (though implicit) focus on 
male-based education efforts had led to the study of school-based and workplace-based 
immigrant education programs, where women were sometimes, but not always, present.  
We need to look elsewhere to locate sites of women’s education, as women’s 
marginalization often resulted in rhetorical education taking placing in community 






identify the beginnings of the American ESL movement outside of the traditional school-
based settings that we presently study. I contend through this history that focusing on 
gender opens our eyes to new sites and methods of rhetorical education within the context 
of Americanization.  
Beyond Enoch, many other scholars have contributed to the goals and approaches 
of feminist historiography. Another key area of interest for feminist historiographers is 
the study of “collectivist orientation” (Miller and Bowdon 592), which Wu articulates as 
a key to the feminist historiographer’s “goal of research that stresses social changes for 
the oppressed and collective efforts of women in the civic process” (Wu 88).  Rejecting 
the “valorization of the individual” in histories of rhetoric as described by Biesecker 
(144), feminist scholars such as Royster, Campbell, and Swearingen, according to Wu, 
have studied the voices of women rhetors working in collectives and/or have analyzed 
their texts in light of their larger social, political, and ethical significance. This 
collectivist orientation has motivated the very nature of my study, which focuses on 
feminist administrative responses to the teaching of English in the early 20th century 
rather than on the efforts of individual women educators or administrators (though 
individuals will certainly figure in to this collective history).  
 
2.3 Constructing an Administrative Historiography  
While the values of feminist historiography support my ability to historicize the work of 
the International Institutes by focusing on gender and community, this methodology does 
not inherently provide a lens through which to investigate the formation, development, 






women within the larger Americanization movement. In order to investigate these 
administrative aspects of the International Institute movement, I draw from work in 
writing program administration with a special emphasis on feminist administration and 
rhetorical ecologies. Pulling from the work of scholars such as Barbara L’Eplattenier and 
Lisa Mastrangelo, Jeff Grabill, Krista Ratcliffe and Rebecca Rickly, and Kathleen Ryan 
who seek to provide theoretical lenses for the study and practices of writing program 
administration, I construct an administrative historiographic framework for investigating 
the history of the International Institute movement from an administrative perspective. To 
construct this framework, I examine scholarship on the role and goals of administrative 
histories along with scholarship on the priorities and areas of focus for writing program 
administrators.  
In her chapter “What is a Writing Program History?” Shirley Rose contrasts 
writing program histories with disciplinary histories. She begins by defining a writing 
program history as “a narrative about development or change in the work of a particular 
writing program in a particular institutional context” (239). Turning to disciplinary 
histories and the differences among the two, she writes:  
Although disciplinary histories of writing instruction are often grounded in the 
work of particular writing programs, these disciplinary histories typically seek to 
develop narratives and counter-narratives of large-scale changes in curricular 
designs and instructional practices. These accounts can help us to establish the 
broader disciplinary, social, and cultural contexts in which individual programs 
undergo change. Writing program histories, however focus on specific programs, 
with special attention to the ways they have responded to factors in their 
particular institutional contexts such as institutional type and mission, student 
demographics, the program’s location within the institution and writing program 







Given this distinction between programmatic and disciplinary histories, Barbara 
L’Eplattenier and Lisa Mastrangelo make a case for the importance of administrative 
histories in their introduction “Why Administrative Histories” from their collection 
Historical Studies of Writing Program Administration.” They argue that administrative 
histories are distinct from works of “ideological and pedagogical history” (xviii) so 
common in the field of composition studies. The authors believe that “using an 
administrative lens to examine the past changes the history being told” (xix). If we are to 
study administrative history, then, the question that naturally follows is: what should such 
a lens seek to elucidate? What are the theoretical priorities?  
 Writing not of historiography but rather of the day-to-day work of those involved 
in writing programs, Jeff Grabill suggests in his chapter “Infrastructure Outreach and the 
Engaged Writing Program” that administrators can productively use the lens of 
“infrastructure” to account for the work of writing programs. Thinking about writing 
programs as infrastructure, Grabill defines writing programs as “variable assemblages of 
people, technologies, missions, purposes, and other material and discursive things that is 
configurable” (15). However, as infrastructure, the assemblages of writing programs are 
often invisible, particularly “if it is working well” (20). Though not writing for a 
historiographic purpose, Grabill makes a compelling argument for the value of “rendering 
visible” these often invisible structures: “The argument that I make with this concept of 
infrastructure is that if we want to understand the rhetorical work that people do together, 
we must render visible the infrastructure that remains (or wants to remain) invisible and 
that supports, locates—participates in—that rhetorical work” (21). Applying this 






as one that tries to render visible the infrastructure that “supports, locates—participates 
in” administrative work.  
Through this project, I am writing an administrative history to add a new 
perspective to our understanding of the educational aspects of the Americanization 
movement. As the next chapter will demonstrate, thus far scholars have produced many 
works of “disciplinary history” which focus on the “broader disciplinary, social, and 
cultural contexts” (Rose 239) that influenced the teaching of English to immigrants in the 
early 20th century, citing individual programs and pedagogical texts as representative of 
underlying currents in the Americanization movement. Few scholars, however, take a 
deep look at how and why individual programs developed in response to factors such as 
“particular…contexts, student demographics, [and] the program’s location” (Rose 239). 
This omission has resulted in a flattening of our historical understanding of this history 
and, consequently, a limiting of our ability to imagine the relevance of these histories for 
our present-day work in rhetorical education.  
In approaching the writing of this administrative history, then, I borrow from the 
work of scholars in the field of writing program administration who theorize ways of 
knowing for writing program administrators. Because of the feminist agenda of the 
International Institute, I have turned to theories that incorporate feminist administrative 
perspectives. In particular, I identify location, relation, and materiality as three key 
concerns of scholars working to theorize administrative practices from a feminist 
perspective. I describe these in more depth below.   
Speaking broadly of the work they include in their collection, L’Eplattenier and 






larger institutional context” (xix). Taking this argument to heart, they group the works 
they include by location using the categories of “Individuals,” “Communities,” and 
“Discipline.” In a similar vein, Krista Ratcliffe and Rebecca Rickly use the trope of 
location to categorize feminist administration in their collection Performing Feminism 
and Administration in Rhetoric and Composition Studies. Here, Ratcliffe and Rickly 
articulate the importance of understanding one’s location for administrators seeking to do 
feminist work. The locations they identify, which extend beyond the physical sense of the 
word, are “(a) administrative locations, (b) institutional locations, and (c) cultural 
locations,” each of which lend their own political complications, both individually and 
interactively, to the work of the writing program administrator (viii). Location, then, 
seems to be a central concept for determining the positionality, and therefore work, of a 
writing program.   
We can note that in each of these categories, location is understood contextually, 
as a relative term that only functions in its ability to identify location in relation to other 
constructs—physical, political, and social. Kathleen J. Ryan’s article “Thinking 
Ecologically: Rhetorical Ecological Feminist Agency and Writing Program 
Administration” theorizes the importance of location in the epistemological work of 
writing program administration while taking into consideration the importance of viewing 
location contextually. She arrives at this discussion vie the topic of agency in the work of 
the WPA, arguing “WPAs need robust definitions of agency that go beyond positivist 
epistemology to help them envision and undertake their jobs effectively.” To assist in this 
endeavor, Ryan proposes a “rhetorical ecological feminist agency” that is “socially 






and pragmatically oriented” (80). Key to this vision of agency in Ryan’s model is the 
consciousness of location inherent in ecological attunement. The use of “ecology” instead 
of “place” carries a more dynamic connotation, Ryan argues, “in making the critical point 
that interactions between living beings and physical and biological environments 
constitutes subjectivity and enables and constrains agentive possibilities” (82). 
Translating the centrality of location for administrative practice into a methodology for 
analyzing administrative practice, we must consider location to be a dynamic and 
flexible, rather than fixed, lens, which may change in response to shifts elsewhere in the 
ecology of physical, political, economic, or social relations impacting the work of the 
WPA. Applied to historiography, this framework would encourage scholars to privilege 
location in their analyses of administration, while understanding location to be a fluid 
concept.  
Central to Ryan’s theorizing of location are particular views toward agency and 
materiality in administrative work. Traditional histories built upon “positivist 
epistemology” tend to view agency as entirely located within the human actant, treating 
history as a string of cause and effect events that are easily traceable once illuminated. An 
ecological viewpoint, on the other hand, assumes that agency is distributed amongst the 
human and the non-human, therefore bringing close attention to materiality into the mix. 
If we adapt this ecological viewpoint to our theory of administrative historiography, we 
are compelled to explore the relationality of not just humans but the material as well. This 
materiality can refer to physical objects and conditions as well as more abstract concepts 
like protection, freedom, and justice. In the case of this history, I view the administrative 






developed by other educational groups within the Americanization movement) as an 
assemblage of material and agential artifacts with effects that can be traced and studied.  
Pushing ecological theories of administration one step further, we can turn to the 
study of rhetorical ecologies as a final element that can inform our writing of 
administrative histories. Many scholars in the field of composition studies developed 
dynamic models for analyzing rhetorical production. In particular, compositionists such 
as Stuart Blythe, Richard Coe, Marilyn Cooper, Jenny Edbauer, Nathaniel Rivers and 
Ryan Weber, and Margaret Syverson have promoted ecological views of writing as 
taking place within systems. Looking particularly at public rhetoric, Rivers and Weber 
extend these ideas to the work of public advocacy, arguing that “most changes proposed 
by advocates occur through concrete modifications to the institutional structures” (188). 
However, these changes, are not the result of “a single author writing a single text for a 
single audience” (189); rather, they come about through the agency circulated in the 
“many mundane documents” that play a role in the construction of change in institutional 
and public settings. In examining rhetoric, then, and especially rhetoric found in public 
contexts, we must be mindful of the seemingly insignificant rhetorical artifacts found in 
institutions, which are themselves ecologies located within a larger social ecology.  
Although this theoretical work on rhetorical ecologies hasn’t been crafted 
specifically for the field of writing program administration, it nevertheless applies to this 
kind of work due to writing program administration’s location within the field of 
composition studies. Further, for the particular subject of the International Institute 






because of the International Institute movement’s presence as a community-based, rather 
than a school-based, institution. 
Drawing from this emphasis on location in the ecological sense shared by these 
scholars in writing program administration and composition studies, I contend that using 
a lens of location attuned to relationality and materiality can be a valuable tool in 
conducting historical analyses of administrative activities. This analysis operates by 
seeking to understand how programs are constructed in terms of their location as 
individuals and as groups, in terms of their location within ever-changing institutions and 
communities, and in terms of the location of their programs within ever-changing cultural 
beliefs, values, and systems. It also seeks to account the various immaterial and material 
elements that contribute to the construction of administrations, including both those that 
are well-known and public along with those that are mundane and private. As we 
considering all of the ideas together in the writing of administrative histories, however, 
we must also recognize that no history, even one that self-consciously strives to be 
ecologically attuned, can be complete. Because of the pushes, pulls, and shifts inherent in 
an ecology, even the material can disappear, can be consumed by an ecosystem, so to 
speak. How much more difficult must it be, therefore, for the immaterial aspects of 
administrative work to remain traceable through time. We must remember even that an 
administrative history developed from an ecologically-focused historiographic lens will 








2.4 Between Methodology and Method: Frameworks for Analyzing Feminist 
Administrative Practices 
With these feminist and administrative methodologies grounding and guiding my work, 
I’ve employed a framework for inquiry that forefronts the theoretical objectives of these 
ways of seeing suitable to a historical project. In terms of the feminist aspects of this 
project, I draw on the “terms of critical engagement” Royster and Kirsch describe in 
Feminist Rhetorical Practices. I supplement these feminist practices with an inquiry 
model adopted from Ratcliffe and Rickly’s schema for understanding feminist 
administrative practices outlined in Performing Feminism and Administration in Rhetoric 
and Composition Studies.  
 In Feminist Rhetorical Practices, Royster and Kirsch describe four strategies of 
feminist inquiry that characterize the trajectory of feminist rhetorical scholarship: critical 
imagination, strategic contemplation, social circulation, and globalization. In the 
construction of this history, I have relied on the first two of these terms, as they provide 
productive ways to focus and guide my historical analysis of the work of early 20th 
century rhetorical education programs. The first of these terms, critical imagination, was 
initially developed by Royster as an “inquiry tool,” a “method for seeing the noticed and 
the unnoticed, rethinking what is there and not there, and speculating about what could be 
there instead” (Royster and Kirsch 20). Given the pervasive gaps which I have identified 
and seek to fill, critical imagination first provides methodologically-grounded support for 
“developing a critical stance” (71). This framework encourages researchers to “look at 
people at whom we have not looked before…, in places at which we have not looked 






looked closely enough…, and at genres that we have not considered carefully enough” 
(72). As we look at these people, places, and artifacts, we should take the time to pause at 
and mull over gaps in our histories, to imagine what alternative practices might have been 
operating in these non-traditional and less visible places.  
 When doing historical work, critical imagination asks and enables scholars to 
understand historical events from the frameworks and contexts that our historical subjects 
would have understood them, asking scholars to go “repeatedly not to our assumptions 
and expectations but to the women—to their writing, their work, and their worlds, 
seeking to ground our inquiries in the evidence of women’s lives” and to listen “deeply, 
reflexively, and multisensibly” to this evidence (Royster and Kirsch 20-21). From this 
description of critical imagination, it is clear that the reading of primary materials through 
archival research becomes an important task for the historiographer. Additionally, it is 
necessary to read the writing of women contextually, seeking to understand how their 
writing fits into, or differentiates itself from, the political, economic, and social 
paradigms operating in the time in which it was written. By “interrogating the context, 
conditions, lives, and practices of women who are no longer alive to speak directly on 
their own behalf” (71), we are able to write histories which better align with the goals of 
feminist historiography.  
Along these lines, this method of feminist historiography allows for attention to 
topics that may seem from the surface to be marginal and unimportant, especially when 
operating from the standpoint of disciplinary history. Even if, once further investigated, a 
subject turns out to lack large-scale impact, untraceable to any long-lasting efforts or far-






worth discovering, pausing at, and telling. There is a respect for the past and the present 
that allows for the development, sharing, and appreciation of historical knowledge and 
women’s contributions for the sake of better understanding a moment in time.  
 Critical imagination is augmented by the second of Royster and Kirsch’s terms of 
critical engagement: “strategic contemplation.” At its core, strategic contemplation 
involves consciously creating spaces for deep, unhurried engagement with the works we 
are studying in order to  “render meaningfully, respectfully, honorably the works of those 
whom we study, even when we find ourselves disagreeing with some of their values, 
beliefs, or worldviews” (Royster and Kirsch 22).In order to succeed in this task of 
“observing without rushing to judgement,” of “noticing without the immediate need to 
analyze, classify, and establish hierarchies,” Royster and Kirsch suggest researchers 
spend time meditating on the results of their research through questions such as: “What 
do we notice when we stand back and observe? What emerges most prominently? How 
do we imagine, connect with, and open up a space for the women—and others—we 
study? How does their work, their rhetorical prowess, their activism speak to us, inspire 
us, and help us understand the past as well as the present?” Royster and Kirsch also 
acknowledge that researchers must be conscious of how their own positionality interacts 
with their research, especially since a researcher’s beliefs and priorities may contradict 
those held by her subjects of study. In this case, Royster and Kirsch encourage the 
researcher to take special care contemplating how to “respond to—and represent—
historical subjects when we discover that we may not share their values or beliefs?” (22).   
As a framework for study, strategic contemplation encourages the researcher to prioritize 






 In terms of a historical project such as mine, strategic contemplation as a 
framework has several implications. First, this approach asks researchers to move slowly 
through their work (something which is natural to the dissertation writing process), 
making time to consider the range of meanings which can be derived from the analysis of 
written material. It also asks researchers to study and read widely, looking both at 
historical texts and contemporary texts discussing the topic of study, in addition to the 
main materials they are studying, in order to properly contextualize findings. Third, it 
asks the researcher to take time when coming to conclusions about what the materials 
they are analyzing mean, being particularly conscious about how an interpretation may 
appear more valid when it supports a researchers’ own beliefs or seem less valuable when 
it challenges them. Finally, strategic contemplation asks researchers to be aware of the 
ways their findings change and challenge them, especially reflecting on how “past and 
present merge to suggest new possibilities for the future” (Royster and Kirsch 22).   
 Together, these two inquiry tools found in feminist rhetorical practice give us the 
ability to engage deeply and meaningfully with historical texts. It also gives us tools for 
treating the subjects of our research fairly by seeking to understand them within their own 
historical contexts, by becoming more aware of our own beliefs and biases, and by 
reflecting continuously on how what we study affects us, both personally and 
professionally, in terms of our vision of the present and the future.  
These two complimentary approaches provide a firm foundation based in a rich 
tradition of feminist rhetorical analysis for working on a historical project in rhetoric. 
Given the administrative focus of my project, however, I found myself needing more 






wanted to examine. Because of their research in feminist administrative practices, I turn 
to Ratcliffe and Rickly’s book Performing Feminism and Administration in Rhetoric and 
Composition Studies, which provide additional perspectives on how to analyze the work 
of administration.  
The goal of Ratcliffe and Rickly’s book is to support administrators seeking to 
enact feminism in their administrative work. Acknowledging that this often proves to be a 
difficult task, Ratcliffe and Rickly provide this support through a collection of articles 
where contributors “analyze the often-troubled intersections of feminist principles and 
administrative practices” (viii). Speaking of the approaches these authors take to 
performing feminism and administration, Ratcliffe and Rickly categorize the “moves” 
these authors make as a whole in writing their analyses; they “identify issues of concern,” 
“share experiences of contextual knowledge,” “theorize these experiences in light of 
feminist thought and practice,” and “offer pragmatic recommendations for performing 
feminist administration” (ix). While the editors do not elaborate on these approaches or 
follow up with a discussion of their usefulness, I believe we can use these moves they 
have identified as a framework for administrative inquiry. Adapting these moves 
specifically into a methodology for the feminist analysis of administration in historical 
settings, we can work to “identify issues of concern” for past administrators as they built 
their programs, look for the ways they became conscious of and shared “experiences of 
contextual knowledge,” look for how these administrators worked “in light of feminist 
thought and practice” (or in relation to gender as a whole), and analyze the “pragmatic 
recommendations” (or actions) administrators made (or took), all in light of the varies 






With these methodological approaches in mind, I will now explain how I have 
enacted them in the methods for this project.  
 
2.5 Research Methods: A Narrative 
In her article “An Argument for Archival Research Methods: Thinking Beyond 
Methodology,” Barbara L’Eplattenier compellingly argues that historians in rhetoric and 
composition need to do a better job explaining not the just the methodologies under 
which they work, but also the methods. Until this point, she argues, historical researchers 
in the field of rhetoric and composition have included little in their works about the 
practical aspects of historical research, such as locating and organizing sources. As a 
result of this dearth, novice researchers are often unsure of how to begin their work. 
Toward remedying this problem, L’Eplattenier suggests that historical narratives speak 
explicitly about how they were able to accomplish their research. She writes that the ideal 
methods section of a historical work should “describe the pragmatic goals, issues, and 
actions of our archival research. A methods section should present to the reader 
information such as data location, collection, material conditions, analysis--the pragmatic 
components involved in obtaining the materials that are the foundation for the stories 
historians of rhetoric and composition tell” (71). As a novice historical researcher myself, 
I take to heart L’Eplattenier’s call. Below, I will discuss my process of developing this 
project and performing my research for it. Following a feminist orientation, I will also 








I first became interested in this project in a graduate seminar class in Modern Rhetoric 
with Dr. Patricia Sullivan. One afternoon, Dr. Sullivan disrupted our discussion of the 
assigned readings for the day and asked us to consider how maps might inform our 
understanding of the past and present. Given my pedagogical interests in working with 
second language speakers in composition courses, I set out to visually map early 20th-
century ESL education efforts, with the goal of showing their shifts and growth over 
time. As I conducted my first Google searches in class that afternoon to help populate my 
map, however, I found surprisingly little to build from. Looking for books or articles that 
provided a comprehensive overview of the history of second language teaching in the 
United States, I found instead a few scattered webpages, handouts, and PowerPoints of 
questionable credibility that mentioned the Ford Company’s ESL education programs at 
their factories, night school courses run by cities, and settlement house programs 
established more or less autonomously. As an early-career scholar interested in both first 
and second language writing, I was puzzled by the lack of widely-popularized narratives 
on ESL teaching’s origins. Whereas storytelling about the histories of rhetoric and 
composition holds a significant place in the field at large, I could not easily locate such 
narratives in the field of second language studies. I felt the urge to contribute research to 
this area of study, but I was unsure of how I could even begin to contribute to filling what 
seemed to be a massive, almost unbridgeable gap. 
 Around this same time, I was struggling to come up with a topic for my seminar 
paper in this class. While talking over some of my ideas relating to grammar instruction 






copy of English for Coming Americans: A Rational System for Teaching English to 
Foreigners by Peter Roberts, published in 1910, which she had accessed through Google 
Books. Immediately fascinated, I began searching Google Books and the Hathi Trust for 
more ESL textbooks from the late 19th and early 20th centuries. Especially because I had 
had so much trouble locating secondary sources on the teaching of the English in the 
United States before the 1960s, I became almost obsessed with tracking down these 
primary sources to find out more about this period of time I had learned virtually nothing 
about in my rhetoric, composition, and second language studies courses.  
 One of the first things that struck me as I read through these texts was the 
ideological nature of them. I felt that these texts veiled very thinly their attempts to shape 
immigrants’ attitudes, beliefs, and actions through the English lessons that were 
presented. While some of the lessons seemed harmless enough (those concerning 
hygiene, for example), others seemed to push certain political and economic agendas 
which might not necessarily be of benefit to immigrants. Also interesting to me was the 
description of gender and class roles which largely limited the role of men to manual 
labor and women to care for the home and family. While these traditional occupations 
certainly were typical of this time period, as a 21st century reader, I could not help but 
bristle at the restrictiveness of the positions advocated for by these texts.  
 After poring through primary texts for weeks, I finally encountered one that 
challenged the dominant ideological currents present in most of the texts of the time 
period. Minnie May Newman’s The Teaching of English and the Foreign Born Woman, 
published in 1920 by the Young Women’s Christian Association’s (YWCA) Womans 






during this time period. As I read Newman’s arguments for the importance of education 
women immigrants, arguments written from the perspective of a woman personally 
involved in such work, I slowly realized that the presence of her text indicated that the 
massive English education efforts taking place as part of the Americanization process 
were not successfully reaching women. I knew I had to learn more. Guided by critical 
imagination and strategic contemplation, I sought more historical voices who had 
intimate knowledge of the need she was describing, and more contextual knowledge to 
help me learn more about the world in which such a need arose.     
 After writing my seminar paper on my findings from these textbooks, I was still 
hungry to find out more about where and how these textbooks were used, what their 
effect was in society, and how gender differences played into this education endeavor. As 
I was then enrolled in Linda Bergmann’s seminar on writing program administration, I 
used our course project as an opportunity to continue my research by seeking out 
additional primary sources. Using library databases, I located more than 40 New York 
Times newspaper articles on the teaching of English to immigrants from the end of the 
19th through early 20th centuries. This research helped me to see many connections 
between English language program administration in the past and today, such as concerns 
over program funding, teacher pay, and enrollment. Further, I learned more about 
programs designed to reach out to women, including those run by the YWCA.  
 Early 20th-century ESL textbooks archived online, as well as a handful of 
scholarly analyses of these texts and government sources that I later found (Dayton-






men in education efforts during this time period and a limiting, prescriptive account of 
appropriate social, economic, and family roles based on gender.   
Suspecting that this approach found in these extant textbooks might not be 
representative of all the education efforts taking place in this time period (particularly 
because of what I had read in Newman’s book), I moved toward archival research as my 
primary research method, again seeking the voices of the women involved in this kind of 
work themselves. As Jessica Enoch has argued, histories that examine sites of rhetorical 
education outside of the university must seek an array of materials that traditionally 
might not be considered when undertaking historical research (“Changing” 50-51). In the 
case of the study of English language education and the Americanization movement, the 
majority of scholarly works focus on published materials—mainly government reports, 
scholarly publications, and textbooks—in order to construct their analyses. Although this 
method has been highly valuable for building a foundation of knowledge in this time 
period, the nearly exclusive reliance on these types of texts also potentially limits our 
understanding of the diversity, content, and impact of approaches to rhetorical education. 
In her analysis of ESL textbooks from this time period, for example, Dayton-Wood 
argues that the writers of textbooks “actively promoted the belief in a linguistic crisis” 
(400). Yet it is unclear from Dayton-Wood’s analysis of these authors’ motivations for 
doing so. Did they truly believe that English was necessary in order to preserve American 
customs and values from immigrants? Did they believe that immigrants were 
endangering themselves or others without knowledge of English? Or did textbook writers 
simply want to assure the relevance of their knowledge, creating job security for 






from a single type of source limits our perspectives on the motives and outcomes of 
Americanization. Although the addition of archival sources can only provide us with 
another perspective that is in itself limited, the study of archival documents, can at 
minimum enrich our knowledge of this time period by offering an additional frame of 
interpretation. Following this line of thinking, I searched archival records that would 
provide more information on alternative approaches to the teaching English, especially to 
immigrant women, in this time period.  
Hoping to locate information from a range of groups involved in immigrant 
women’s education, I chose The Arthur and Elizabeth Schlesinger Library on the History 
of Women in America at Harvard University as a research site. The Library hosted the 
archives of several institutions whose records I believed might contain relevant 
information, including the Denison House, the South Boston Neighborhood House, the 
Immigration Restriction League, and the Boston YWCA. Knowing that the YWCA was 
involved in immigrant women’s education, I planned to visit the Sophia Smith Collection 
at Smith College, MA the following day, since this collection housed the YWCA’s 
national records, and their online finding aid suggested that this collection would provide 
me with records relating to the organization’s efforts to provide English language 
education for immigrant women. Eager to see what was actually available but constrained 
by finances, I planned a brief, one-day visit to each of these archives in the summer of 
2014.  
The first day of my research didn’t go anywhere near as well as I had hoped. I 
arrived stressed out from having just navigated Boston for the first time, during rush and 






Commencement Day. After arriving at the archive late, cold, and wet, I was 
overwhelmed by the sheer quantity of materials I needed to get through, and I quickly 
became frustrated that each of the collections I looked through made only scant, passing 
references to anything related to the education of immigrant women. By the end of the 
day I reasoned that I might possibly have enough information for a short article (if even 
that), and I was unsure whether the dissertation project I had envisioned was going to be 
possible.  
I arrived at the archives at Smith College the next day nervous about what I would 
encounter, but was relieved to find quite the opposite experience (including even the 
weather). As I settled into the comfortable reading area filled with natural light, I felt 
slightly more positive about the uncertainty I faced, though I was still overwhelmed by 
the dozens of boxes I needed to skim and photograph during my eight- hour visit in order 
to determine the viability of my project. This anxiety would soon be relieved.  
In the first box I opened, I found a reference to Minnie May Newman, the woman 
whose text had originally given my project energy and direction. Seeing her name and 
designation, “Special Worker on Teaching English to Foreigners,” moved me almost to 
tears, as if I were meeting a long-lost friend. As I began to race my way through the 
thousands of pages of administrative documentation sitting before me, which included 
meeting minutes, correspondence, conference and workshop agendas, reports, 
informational documents (such as brochures and pamphlets), advertising materials, and 
organizational histories, I was energized by the references I continually found to 
Newman. Even as I became tired and hungry, I felt that Newman’s story deserved to be 






Upon reflecting on my visit and subsequently studying and reflecting upon the 
materials I had collected, I felt confident that this archive would provide me with ample 
sources for a dissertation, though I did not yet know what shape it would take. I expected 
that it might focus on Newman and the pedagogies the YWCA used with immigrant 
women, but, enacting strategic contemplation, I was hesitant to settle on this trajectory 
until I had read through everything I had photographed.   
As I studied the materials I had gathered, I learned that Minnie May Newman’s 
work was part of the International Institutes of the YWCA, a division that specialized in 
work with immigrant populations and that operated in over 50 cities across the country. 
As these Institutes developed, they operated independently but cooperatively with the 
common philosophies, motivations, and goals of the YWCA’s other programs, making 
their study a particularly rich source for an alternative history on the teaching of literacy 
in this time period. Additional research led me to the Immigration History Research 
Center (IHRC) at the University of Minnesota in Minneapolis, which housed the archives 
of many cities’ International Institutes. I visited for two days in the Spring of 2015. 
Though again brief, this visit helped me to get a sense of how individual cities’ 
International Institutes developed their English language programs in response to the 
particular needs of the communities they served. The documents I saw also revealed the 
complex political and social networks in which the education programs developed, 
helping to give insights into the web of issues which impacted the teaching of English in 
this time period. At this point, I felt confident that I had located enough voices and 
enough contextual information to do a project examining the teaching of English to 






I had taken enough time gathering, reading, and pondering these materials to represent 
this movement ethically.  
 
2.5.2 Data Collection and Analysis 
Given the strength of these two archival deposits at Smith College and the University of 
Minnesota, the majority of my dissertation focuses on the work of the YWCA’s 
International Institute movement, looking particularly at the administrative development, 
structures, and practices that administrators developed in the context of the 
Americanization movement. I completed the remainder of my research in the summer of 
2015, with week-long visits to both archives. The first stage of my dissertation research 
in both archives involved identifying documents likely to provide relevant information 
based on the finding aids that were available. Some of the collections at the IHRC did not 
have complete (or any) finding aids, so my work here consisted of visually scanning 
documents and quickly photographing any which appeared to be potentially relevant to 
my project. 
While collecting images of the documents I suspected would be helpful to my 
project, I made general notes about my reactions to what I was reading and anything that 
seemed like it might be of particular note, such as a name that appeared or a reference to 
a law or other political issue. After my visits, I was then able to look through these 
documents more carefully, supplementing my reading of these with research on the 







While I worked through reading and analyzing my archival materials, I employed 
critical imagination and strategic contemplation. As the materials I had located were 
scattered among many boxes and types of documents (and even archives), much of my 
early work in the construction of this project involved listening and drawing connections. 
I listened for how various documents could be read in conversation with others, even if 
they were written years apart or by administrators who may have never known or met one 
another. I used these two methods to draw conclusions about administrative and 
pedagogical philosophies and about how and why administrators changed their 
understandings of their roles, even though administrators themselves never consciously 
articulated these philosophies in the materials I read. Though the materials I found were 
anything but linear, these methods enabled me, over many months of reading and 
contemplation, to categorize and present them in the form of a narrative so that that we 
could better understand and study the work of the International Institute movement.  
To practically enact these methods, I kept a list of key decisions and initiatives 
that seemed important or unique (from either my perspective or the authors’ 
perspectives), especially in comparison to the work of other education programs in 
operation throughout the Americanization Era. As I worked, I paid particular attention to 
the voices of the women I studied, looking to what they themselves reflected on as 
important or noteworthy in the administrative documents I examined. I also looked 
closely at what the International Institute movement’s administrators viewed as the 
motivations for their work, the philosophies that guided their work, and the contributions 
and effects of their work, noting how these ideas changed over time. Finally, I considered 






understand what meaning they might have beyond those originally conceived by their 
creators. 
  
2.5.3 Personal Connections and Motivations 
One contribution of feminist historiography is the creation of space for nuanced histories 
than might be typical to a more traditional history. More specifically, feminist 
methodologies not only allow for, but demand, disclosure of the researcher’s position in 
relation to her work and attention to her political and affective ties to the subjects under 
study. While more traditional historiographic methodologies may hold that histories 
should be as free from historian bias as possible, postmodern historiographic theory 
acknowledges that all histories are biased and written from a very particular positionality. 
Feminist historiography takes this belief further to argue that feminist researchers can and 
should explore heavily their involvement in their research. As Bizzell points out in 
“Feminist Methods of Research in the History of Rhetoric: What Difference Do They 
Make?” much feminist research today acknowledges the writer’s connections to her 
topic, as well as her values and emotions, thereby allowing a clearer picture of the 
author’s interpretive viewpoints and motivations, as well as freedom to engage deeply 
and passionately with the author’s subjects. Feminist history writers openly confront a 
number of questions: What interests and motivates them? Why? What political, social, 
and professional goals does a history have? Why? What is the emotional relationship the 
researcher has to his or her subject? How does this change and develop? Through 






feminist researchers can help readers understand the positionality under which a certain 
narrative carries credibility. 
 As I work on this project, I am conscious of the feminist scholar’s obligation to 
assess and share her own motivations and investments in this project. As a feminist 
researcher, I seek to acknowledge and integrate my personal connections with 
immigration and language into this project, for I come to this history writing with more 
than a utilitarian interest in filling in gaps in the histories of the fields in which I work. 
Rather, personal and personal-professional motivations have guided this project.  
 Personally, I grew up in a city where my family’s and friends’ immigrant 
backgrounds were constantly acknowledged, whether in family discussions and 
traditions, the Slovak heritage of the elementary school I attended, or in the dark, 
looming culm banks (coal refuse piles) that marked the landscape of my region as 
unofficial monuments to our working-class ancestors. I am interested in learning more 
about the historical conditions into which my foremothers and forefathers entered when 
they emigrated from Eastern Europe and the Middle East in this period. How would my 
great grandmother, Maria Dudas, who immigrated to the United States from Slovakia at 
age 16, have learned English? What opportunities would have been available for her 
education as she was working as a housekeeper? And what about other women, those 
who came to the United States with families and husbands? These questions circulate not 
just in my academic consciousness but in my blood, and I wish to honor the courage and 
determination that led the millions of immigrants of the past centuries to pursue their 
dreams and, though facing what was often tremendous adversity, persevere in hope of 






 Academically as well as personally, I have grown passionate about understanding 
how power is exercised through language, both covertly and overtly, both consciously 
and unconsciously, especially in regard to race and class. I wish to understand how, in the 
past, where power relations seem to appear so much more clearly than in the present, 
language education was used a method of control. How did those who developed and 
administer these programs wish to exert power over those they taught, and how did their 
agendas contribute toward prejudice and injustice in society at large? Further, I wish to 
locate and examine instances where this was not the case, where control of others was not 
a primary motivation for teaching. Such examples can provide new perspectives for the 
work of language teaching that takes place with immigrants today, in the early 21st 
century, whose presence is as hotly contested as that of earlier generations of immigrants. 
What might education programs that treat learners not as spaces to be colonized but 
rather humans to be nurtured and valued look like? What value would this difference in 
treatment bring to our whole society? 
As I continued with collecting and analyzing my data, my affective attachments to 
my topic have further shaped me as a historiographer. The more I learned about the 
International Institute movement, the more impressed I became by the efforts of its 
administrators to provide education for women who had no other opportunities to learn. 
For those who may not have been in such a desperate situation (as many immigrants were 
in fact highly educated), I was grateful for the YWCA’s initiative in providing assistance 
with cultural assimilation in a way that not only respected but valued the languages, 
traditions, and customs of immigrants and encouraged native-born Americans to do the 






Institute’s founders displayed as they developed their programs, especially in their 
attention to location and the material needs of those they sought to educate. I was 
overwhelmed by the sheer numbers of pages documenting this movement, thousands and 
thousands, some written and circulated across the country, some written in immigrants’ 
native languages, for more than two decades. In all I read, I felt incredible hope. I 
wondered whether the rush, the disappointment, and the uncertainty that I had felt in 
Boston could in some way reflect the experience of the newly-arrived immigrant woman, 
and whether the peace I felt in Northampton among the YWCA’s archives could reflect 
the hope this organization sought to offer her.  
As a scholar, I am striving to interpret my archival evidence ethically, accurately, 
without letting my positive views toward the International Institute movement cloud my 
judgment. Many scholars have noted how liberatory programs were at the same time 
restrictive, reinforcing culturally accepted views that limited women’s freedom and 
potential. I don’t want to gloss over any of this.  
At the same time, my attachments to this movement have been an important force 
in drawing me into this project, in driving me to search further and deeper to understand 
what was happening and why, to the best of my ability. Without my awe of women like 
Minnie May Newman or Edith Terry Bremer, the stories of their accomplishments might 
still remain untold. And now, knowing them as I do, that is something I do not wish to let 
happen. 
2.6 Conclusion 
Bringing the complexity of feminist and administrative methodologies to the exploration 






of this history. In Chapter 3, I will analyze historical accounts of the work of English 
language education as part of the Americanization movement, illustrating how these have 
been developed without attention to gender and without attention to the administrative 
concern of location. As a result, I argue, many education programs failed to succeed in 
meeting their own goals as well as the goals of their students. This chapter will provide 
context for the remainder of my dissertation, which will examine the administration of 
the International Institute movement as a rhetorical artifact and, ultimately, argue that the 
feminist, rhetorical approach its administrators took allowed for a relative degree of 






 CONTEXTUALIZING THE RHETORICAL EDUCATION OF 
IMMIGRANT WOMEN IN THE EARLY 20TH CENTURY 
 
There were two sides of the Americanization movement. The impulse of fear and the 
impulse of love ran throughout its whole course, clashing in principle though in practice 
sometimes strangely blended. Once current tended to soften the movement, orienting it 
toward the welfare of the immigrant; the other steeled it to an imperious demand for 
conformity. Out of fear, the Americanization movement fostered a militant nationalism, 
and by this means it eventually made its widest, most fervent appeal to the native-born 
public. But Americanization worked most successfully upon the immigrants through love. 
It was part of the paradox of the movement that the side which evoked the most ardent 
American response produced the slightest positive results.  




In the previous chapter, I introduced a historiographic methodology that forefronts 
feminist and administrative principles. Specifically, I discussed how an administrative 
historiography would forefront the concerns of location in a contextual (rather than 
physical) sense. In this chapter, I begin to employ this methodology as I work to describe 
the context in which the International Institute movement developed. This chapter 
examines a selection of historiographic work in the fields of history and rhetoric and 
composition to historicize the Americanization movement. Though they do not explicitly 
identify themselves as programmatic histories, I argue that these historical accounts 
function to describe the administrative motivations and practices behind the education 
programs that participated in Americanization. However, as my analysis will reveal, 






In particular, they have cast the work of Americanizers along a conservative-progressive 
spectrum, focusing their analyses on the political, economic, and social concerns of 
Americanizers and observing how these concerns shaped their programs. Although 
ideology-based accounts of Americanization programs have been fruitful for advancing 
historical knowledge of this time period by allowing for relative ease in the 
categorization of the myriad attempts at federal, state, and local levels to Americanize 
immigrants, they have also flattened our understanding of the movement by forcing order 
onto the messiness and contradictions of many of these programs and narrowing our 
ability to see parts of the Americanization movement which do not fit into this schema. 
Further, it limits our ability to understand the development of education programs by 
placing all the focus on the actions of administrators according to their pre-conceived 
beliefs about how they should construct their programs.  
To continue the work of broadening our disciplinary histories through the 
development of an administrative history, this chapter argues that we can introduce depth 
into accounts of educational administration during the Americanization movement by 
framing the various educational efforts of this movement ecologically rather than 
ideologically. By viewing the work of Americanization spatially, we can categorize them 
not simply by how they operated according to certain economic, political, or social 
beliefs, but rather by how and where they operated within a complex web of agency 
grounded in local connections. Such a model broadens the scope of our historiographic 
view, enabling us to ask different kinds of questions about how various administrative 






education programs. Finally, it allows us the room to render visible Americanization 
programs that deviated from ideology-based approaches to their work.   
I begin this chapter by providing a brief refresher on the historical development of 
the Americanization movement as described by recent historiographers of this movement. 
In particular, I focus on their use of a conservative-progressive lens to view this 
movement. Next, I propose an ecological, location-based lens as an alternate way to 
characterize the many Americanization efforts in terms of their ecological location. Using 
a location-based model that describes Americanization programs as top-down and 
bottom-up to characterize the educational efforts of Americanization, I suggest that we 
are able to examine a broader range of programs than previous histories allow. Finally, I 
introduce the YWCA’s International Institute movement, using my ecological framework 
to examine its development.  
 
3.2 Americanization: Ideological Historiography 
As they’ve written histories of the Americanization movement, many scholars have used 
an ideology-based framework to categorize the development of the movement and the 
subsequent work of Americanizers. The most common approach categorizes 
Americanization work as falling along a spectrum of two camps: conservative and 
progressive. In this section, I provide a brief recount of the history of the Americanization 
movement as described by historians relying on the progressive/conservative dichotomy. 
As I will demonstrate, this structure is useful in that it provides us with a good sense of 






At the same time however, this historiographic frame restricts our ability to form deep 
understandings of Americanization programs that operated in a different paradigm.  
Between the years 1870 and 1920, approximately 20 million immigrants arrived 
and permanently settled in the United States. Historical studies of this time period have 
typically divided their characterization of these immigrants as “old immigration” and 
“new immigration.3” Old immigrants generally hailed from northern and western 
European countries, and they entered the country in larger numbers through the 1890s. 
Beginning in this same decade and continuing to approximately 19204, a stream of “new” 
immigrants, primarily from southern and eastern Europe poured into the U.S. in 
unprecedented numbers. While the reasons for their immigration varied from region to 
region and immigrant to immigrant, general reasons for their decision to emigrate include 
opportunities for jobs in America’s booming industrial sector and to escape political 
upheaval and repressive governments (Alexander).  
 With this massive population of immigrants now residing in the United States, 
Americans in the first two decades of the 20th century began to figure out how to respond 
to the presence of immigrants who came in this wave. As many historians have argued, 
their responses throughout this period were shaped by a number of other events at the 
national and global scale, including “labor unrest…the rise of a mass manufacturing 
economy, a world war, an international Communist threat, and U.S. imperialism” (Wan 
3). As a result of the upheaval and uncertainty of the political, economic, and social 
transformations occurring in the United States, many came to view immigrants as a 
“problem,” with accusations that the “foreigners” degraded the quality of American life 






viewpoint was particularly forwarded by the reports of the Dillingham Commission, a 
research group led by U.S. Senator William Dillingham beginning in 1907 to investigate 
the impact of immigration on the United States. The 42 volumes of the Commission’s 
report, published in 1910 and 1911, generally argued that new-wave immigrants “posed a 
serious threat to American society and culture and should therefore be greatly reduced” 
(“Dillingham Commission”) and the report paved the way for the immigration restriction 
laws that would be passed in the 1920s.  
 According to historian John F. McClymer, World War I also brought to the 
American consciousness the great diversity of people living in the United States and the 
feeling that their presence was a threat to America. McClymer argues that although there 
had long been opposition to immigrants, this worry had been placed on “religious, racial, 
economic—but not cultural—terms” (“Americanization” 97). The result, Wan argues, 
was that “a desire for a sturdy sense of what it meant to be an American citizen in order 
to contrast against those who were not” (3).  
One of the results of these “anxieties” regarding citizenship in the early decades 
of the 20th century was the development of the Americanization movement. There are 
many ways that contemporary historians have defined “Americanization.” Historian 
Christina Ziegler-McPherson writes that Americanization is used generally “to 
describe…the assimilation of immigrants into American society” as well as more 
specifically to describe the “U.S. social and political movement that promoted American 
citizenship among immigrants in the early 20th century” (2). I use this term to encompass 
both of these definitions, seeing the Americanization movement as a broad ecology of 






presences of immigrants in the United States in the early 20th century, especially between 
1910 and 1930. In the next section, I outline the underlying ideologies that scholars claim 
drove the Americanization movement.  
 
3.2.1 Conservative Americanization/Progressive Americanization 
Speaking of Americanization as a conservative movement, McClymer argues that much 
political rhetoric took a nativist bent, with many people seeking strategies to eliminate 
foreign influence and ensure “100 percent Americanism” by all who settled in the United 
States (McClymer “Americanization” 98). Political icon and former president Theodore 
Roosevelt called during the 1916 election for supporters who believed that “every citizen 
of this country has got to be pro-United States first, last, and all the time, and not pro-
anything else at all” (97). Seeking legislative solutions to the immigrant “problem,” some 
nativists sought to remove every trace of alien influence from the United States by 
proposing the exclusion of immigrants altogether; others proposed the deportation of 
immigrants who failed to learn English after a set period (Baron 133-134). In terms of the 
day-to-day work of naturalizing immigrants, conservative education programs sought to 
mold immigrants into U.S. citizens who spoke English and followed American customs. 
Ziegler-McPherson notes that conservatives viewed American culture as static and as 
“pre-defined by the country’s British heritage” (3). Rejecting the “melting pot” view of 
assimilation, which implied the adaptation of native-born Americans, conservative 
Americanizers “defined citizenship in terms of measurable demonstrations of loyalty to 






democracy, and republican government as static political values to be revered and 
defended against foreign ideas of pluralism and collectivism” (Ziegler-McPherson 9-10).  
 On the opposite end of the spectrum, scholars have argued, Americanizers 
subscribing to Progressive viewpoints saw Americanization as an opportunity to “pursue 
a series of institutional and policy responses to the inequity, inefficiency, environmental 
and social destruction, and general socioeconomic disorder caused by industrial 
capitalism and the accompanying phenomena of immigration, urbanization, and internal 
migration” (Ziegler-McPherson 7). Progressive ideology believed in “the transformative 
power of the social environment; the malleability of the individual; and a new emphasis 
on government as an acceptable and even proper vehicle for changing the economy and 
society” (Ziegler-McPherson 6). Translating these views into Americanization work, 
progressive Americanizers worked to welcome the new immigrants and to give 
immigrants tools for transitioning into life in America. According to Ziegler-McPherson, 
their main goals were:  
 to improve relations between native-born Americans and immigrants; to support  
immigrant families by helping parents maintain filial control over their rapidly 
assimilating children; to incorporate the cultural strengths or ‘immigrant gifts’ of 
immigrant groups into American culture, and, most importantly, to integrate 
immigrants socially and economically into American society with minimum 
disruption to existing political, economic, and social institutions and systems (16-
17).   
 
Despite this more affirming view of immigration as a vehicle and site for positive social 
change, scholars point out that Progressives, too, were concerned with immigrants as 
potential citizens. As Ziegler-McPherson explains it, “Progressives might have talked 






the vast majority of these individuals were newcomers to the United States, and their 
values, allegiances, ability, and willingness to be productive citizens were in question” 
(9). To this end, progressive approaches to Americanization were often paternalistic as 
well, as “progressive Americanizers perceived immigrants to be too socially and 
politically disorganized to direct the course of their own lives and influence the larger 
native-born American society” (17-18). 
 
3.2.2 Americanization in Action: Educational Programs 
One of the avenues through which Americanizers in both conservative and progressive 
camps sought solutions to the perceived problem of immigration was through education 
programs. Given the depth and breadth of immigration across the United States, thousands 
of institutions began to offer education programs to address the problem of non-English 
speaking immigrants. Spurred by state legislation, many cities established afternoon and 
evening courses at public schools for immigrants who sought instruction. Many industries 
offered English lessons before, after, or even during the work day; among these were “The 
Ford Motor Company, the Pennsylvania Railroad, Hart, Schaffner and Marx, International 
Harvester, and Kabo Corset” (Baron 137). Unions, fraternal organizations, settlement 
houses, and pro-immigrant and anti-immigrant leagues also sought to carry out this work.  
 Writing a broad history of the literacy efforts of the Americanization movement in 
The English-only Question: An Official Language for Americans, Dennis Baron explains 
that Americanizers across the country sought to provide education for immigrants though 
both compulsory and voluntary education. A number of states passed laws requiring 






sought to draw persuade immigrants of their benefits. As McClymer explains, however, 
no single federal agency was in charge of naturalization (though the federal Bureau of 
Americanization tried for many though legislative and social efforts years to obtain this 
role) (“Americanization” 98). Further, McClymer reports during this era of “a deeply 
entrenched American tradition that held that education was a responsibility of the states 
and localities” (“Americanization” 101). As a result of this distributed approach to 
Americanization, the Americanization movement’s programs appear like a patchwork 
quilt across the country, with state-led and city-led programs of many colors being 
interwoven with industrial, private, and community-based courses. In all of these efforts, 
the approaches and goals varied according to the social and political views of program 
administrators.  
At the heart of virtually every education-based Americanization effort was the 
teaching of English to non-English speaking immigrants. For most conservative 
Americanization leaders and educators, literacy programs were built upon what Amy 
Dayton-Wood describes as a “rhetoric of crisis.” In her article on early-20th century 
Americanization work, Dayton-Wood identifies several educators who published on their 
concerns of immigrants’ inability to speak English as a threat to national unity and safety 
(399-400). She also cites the Dillingham Commission’s report, which argued that 
“illiterate immigrants were ‘a menace to order and to our American institutions’” (400) as 
a highly-visible instance of this viewpoint. Dayton-Wood argues that these concerns over 
immigrant literacy and especially over immigrant proficiency in the English language 
were in many cases a “mask for economic and ideological conflicts that had little to do 






literacy and concerns over citizenship in her recent book Producing Good Citizens: 
Literacy and Citizenship Training in Anxious Times. Here, she explains that for many 
administrators and educators, the work of literacy education was wrapped up in 
citizenship education, and many educators sought to “define and construct their students 
as the ‘right’ kind of citizen with the ‘right’ kind of literacy” (Wan 3). Wan argues that 
the teaching of English “was often used to cultivate a brand of citizenship defined by an 
individual’s productivity and work habits as opposed to more explicit civic activity” (4).  
As English language acquisition was seen as a first step in the immigrant’s 
assimilation, English teaching was often tied to the various areas of immigrants’ lives that 
needed to be Americanized from the views of educators. In seeking “to work a wholesale 
cultural transformation of the immigrant” (McClymer “Americanization” 109), language 
classes sought to use language teaching as an opportunity to instruct immigrants on 
American customs:  
The immigrant learned, as a result, that there was an American way to brush his 
teeth, an American way to clean his fingernails, and an American way to air out 
bedding. All of this may sound trivial or inane today, but it was neither. The 
linking of patriotism and the toothbrush effectively conveyed the Americanizers’ 
basic message: 100 percent Americanism was just that, a total way of life. 
(McClymer “Americanization” 109) 
 
In addition to this concern for the immigrant’s personal life, Wan’s scholarship on 
literacy instruction in this era highlights the Americanization movement’s preoccupation 
with the civic and economic contributions of immigrants, and her historical work 
demonstrates how these two key issues drove and shaped Americanization programs. 
Looking at the role of “literacy hope in citizenship production,” Wan examines how 






Americanizers who believed in the “power of literacy to cure…larger societal problems” 
(7). As literacy was taught, however, programs “used literacy teaching as a way to 
cultivate specific definitions of the good worker-citizen” (7). Exploring textbooks and a 
variety of public documents, Wan argues that many education programs sought to 
inscribe on immigrants particular behaviors of “economic productivity and compliant 
work habits” (40). Further, this approach to literacy instruction “served to enforce a 
particular kind of productivity that benefited the economy and put immigrants into a 
specific place in the social structure” (41). Though her analyses of various texts, Wan 
illustrates how the literacy that was offered to immigrants cast them in the position of 
workers and highlighted the personal qualities the needed to embody in order to attain 
and retain work, such as obedience, careful work, staying healthy, and embracing hard 
labor (58-60). Classes that promoted these values typically took place in public school 
settings, led by local governments and industries, and were intended to supplement 
programs led by community groups involved in Americanization like the American 
Legion, Daughters of the American Revolution, and the League of Women Voters (Wan 
51).  
As a counter-balance to the worker-citizen immigrant, Wan also describes 
programs whose aim was to promote “worker citizenship” in the context of the labor 
movement. Within unions, literacy education was used to help immigrants “develop 
habits…that would help advance labor reform and other worker issues” (Wan 73). Labor 
education overall had several goals: “to supplement the public education union members 
did or did not have; to cultivate a working-class consciousness; to foster leadership for 






space for workers where they could analyze the emerging economic structure…; and to 
allow workers to become as educated as the bosses, therefore leveling the playing field” 
(73). Within this larger agenda, leaders in worker education turned to English language 
instruction to create more union members and ultimately to “strengthen the labor 
movement” (96). In contrast to the teaching of literacy in conjunction with individual-
focused values that was promoted by federal and state Americanization materials, union-
based programs focused on teaching literacy as a tool with a collectivist-orientation, as 
literacy acquisition could help immigrants increase their “ability to ‘express themselves 
effectively’ and ‘voice their ideas’” (Wan 96) toward the cause of reform.  
These examples from Wan’s work depict how two different worker-based 
ideological positions shaped the development of education programs for immigrants. 
Beyond economic and labor issues, scholarship on this era has also considered how 
Americanizers shaped educational materials and programs based on their views of social 
issues. For example, Dayton-Wood’s analysis refers to pedagogical materials that 
reinforced typical gender roles for women, explaining that women’s textbooks “exhorted 
them to keep an orderly house, get along with their husbands, stay at home with their 
children, and buy the right products” (405).  Commenting further on literacy work aimed 
at immigrant women, Kate White’s recent article “‘We Learn the Customs of Our New 
Country America’: Listening to Immigrant Women in the Twentieth Century,” applies 
the strategy of rhetorical listening to the General Federation of Women’s Club’s (GFWC) 
handbook to observe the views hidden beneath the surface of their pedagogy. White 
argues that through lessons that sought to replace immigrant women’s home-culture 






the tasks, GFWC women believed immigrant women to be “racially and culturally 
inferior to American women” and that they “needed help in order to achieve cultural 
uplift in the United States” (White 16).  
 
3.2.3 Conservative and Progressive Approaches to English Language Teaching 
These underlying goals of English language teaching translated into a number of 
pedagogical approaches, both conservative and progressive, to language instruction in 
both voluntary and compulsory English courses. A hallmark of many Americanization 
programs was an “English Only” approach in the classroom, where immigrants’ native 
languages were not permitted to be used as a vehicle for instruction. This approach was 
enforced in many publicly-funded Americanization courses at the suggestion of the 
Bureau of Americanization and well-known textbook authors such as Peter Roberts and 
Henry Goldberger (Dayton-Wood 402). A topic hotly contested by contemporary 
educators and other stakeholders in education5, English Only had significant drawbacks 
for learners: “Because only English could be used, students could not ask questions; if 
they were able to frame questions in English, they would not need this kind of instruction 
in the first place” (McClymer “Americanization” 108). The use of languages other than 
English was also a facet of the rhetoric of crisis, where the use of native languages was 
seen not just as a hindrance to assimilation but as a tool used by radicals for subversive 
activities. For this reason, some Americanizers believed it was the duty of schools and the 







Another conservative-leaning pedagogical strategy that characterized many 
mainstream English language courses for immigrants was the use of the Direct Method of 
language teaching, which was developed as a natural method of foreign language 
instruction in the mid to late 19th century as a response to the grammar-translation 
method of instruction. The practically-minded method focused on practical conversation 
as opposed to written (and at times esoteric) translations (Richards and Rodgers 11-12), 
and it was characterized by repetition of short, concrete words and phrases (such as “I sit” 
and “I stand”) in an English-only classroom. Although this method’s focus on speaking 
was intended to be an improvement from earlier methods that focused on translation from 
one language to another, McClymer criticizes the effectiveness of this approach:  
what the bureau and the other Americanizers called ‘conversation’ really 
amounted to the teacher reciting sentences (while acting them out) and the 
students repeating them after her. The goal of making these exercises meaningful 
expressions of the immigrant experience, however sensible, could not be reached 
in such a way (“Americanization” 108). 
 
Where the Direct Method wasn’t in use, some classrooms focused on the teaching of 
English through stories, songs, histories, and other American cultural artifacts. Many 
scholars have criticized this approach many early ESL textbooks take for being too 
childlike and patronizing. With ESL as a field of study in its infancy, it’s no surprise that 
many of the methods used for teaching language to children might be adapted for adults 
who were also beginners at a language. Describing the pedagogical theory of Wilhelm 
Viëtor, a leader in language instruction, historians Howatt and Widdowson note that 
Viëtor argued for the use of simplified methods in the teaching of adults. Speaking of his 






He opted for authentic texts, as they might be called today, but argued for texts 
originally written for native-speaking children, which should ensure that the 
grammar and vocabulary would also be appropriate for foreign language 
beginners. Viëtor’s optimism at findings suitable material was infectious—
‘English literature offers a treasure-trove of rhymes and stories, puzzles and 
songs’, he said—but it was not entirely realistic. It was not easy for teachers to 
impose an orderly language teaching programme on material written for a quite 
different purpose. (190) 
 
In addition to the childishness inherent in some language teaching methods, the entire 
environment of many Americanization classrooms was ill-suited to the adult immigrant 
student. Baron quotes Parkhurst Whitney’s 1923 article in Collier’s, where he describes 
his impressions of typical night school classroom:  
 The prevailing method of teaching is uninteresting, and much of the stuff taught is  
worthless…. [The immigrant] is put in a child-sized seat, and disciplined as if he 
were a child, by some young teacher fresh from the normal school. He is set to 
reciting childish verses, and to learning dry rules of grammar. I have seen a 
teacher drill a class for a whole hour on the difference between “this” and “that.” 
(Baron 157)  
 
As Baron argues, one reason that Americanization programs failed to understand 
the unique needs of immigrant language learners and to accommodate these needs with 
appropriately designed educational approaches was a lack of teacher training. Baron 
writes that “until the 1920s the sole qualifications a teacher needed to serve in the 
evening schools were the ability to speak English and the desire for overtime pay (Baron 
156), a stance which gives us insight into educators’ beliefs that language learning was a 
simple process not requiring special expertise (we see this same issue discussed today in 
regard to the teaching of language and writing). Over time, Baron writes, “adult 
education programs were staffed by certified day school teachers” (156); however, the 
methods used to teach immigrants still left much to be desired in the eyes of many 






Although many Americanization programs sought to use English language 
instruction as an opportunity to eradicate all traces of immigrants’ backgrounds and mold 
immigrants into ideal citizens, not all Americanizers subscribed to the crisis-driven, 
conservative approach to English language education. Some educators recognized that 
too strict of an approach to language or cultural teaching would ultimately undermine the 
goals of Americanizers by causing resentment toward the United States (Mohl and Betten 
368), while others holding more progressive views supported cultural pluralism that 
allowed, or even valued, immigrants home languages and cultures in the classroom and in 
everyday life (Dayton-Wood 403; Ziegler-McPherson 15). These approaches have been 
much less studied, however. Speaking of the historiography and the Americanization 
movement, Ziegler-McPherson argues that the limited “literature rightly scrutinizes the 
xenophobic and oppressive elements in Americanization but misses the ideological and 
methodological complexity of the movement as well as the diversity of its participants” 
(3). Indeed, much of the scholarship that examines the teaching of English in this time 
period in both history and English studies focuses heavily on the repressiveness and 
cultural violence committed by a large number of English language programs. We know, 
however, that there were more progressive approaches to Americanization and, in turn, 
language teaching being enacted in this time period, though we again face the issues of 
widely varied programs with little coordination. The literature gives us glimpses of more 
progressive practices. For example, Dayton-Wood describes how the labor movement’s 
textbooks encouraged immigrants to participate in discussions of questions related to 






pedagogy for nonnative students should help them to think critically about social and 
political issues” (Dayton-Wood 408).  
 
3.3 Effectiveness of English-Language Courses in the Americanization Movement 
Reflecting on the work of the Americanization movement, numerous studies of the 
programs, both historical and retrospective, argue that, as a whole, Americanization 
programs were unsuccessful in carrying out their goals. Ziegler-McPherson goes so far as 
to designate the Americanization movement to be a “failure” (19). McClymer argues that 
one sign of the effectiveness of Americanization programs can be found in attendance 
statistics, as immigrants “have left us few literary records of their feelings. Attendance 
figures can partially fill in this gap because decisions to attend or not to attend constitute 
a kind of referendum on Americanization. The foreign-born voted with their feet every 
time they decided whether or not to go to class” (“Americanization” 103).  
Attendance numbers in Americanization courses in this time period have been 
notoriously difficult to estimate due to a combination of factors, including the 
disjointedness of the Americanization movement, difficulties with record keeping, and 
disparities between recorded enrollment and actual attendance. Nevertheless, nearly all 
the figures we do have regarding attendance in Americanization programs reveal 
significant problems with attracting and retaining immigrant students. Hill’s 1919 report 
on Americanization programs, for example, states that “Only about 1.3 per cent of adult 
non-English-speaking aliens are reached by the schools” (612). Baron’s analysis of a 
general “adult dropout rates of 50 to 80 percent” (157) in Americanization courses 






several states’ records of attendance. In Cleveland, for example, only 1,200 of 7,000 
registered students attended the city’s 1915-1916 night-school courses regularly. In 
Passaic, New Jersey, 3,116 immigrants (out of the city’s approximately 15,000 
immigrants) were enrolled in city-run education courses; average attendance, however 
was only 249 students (McClymer “Americanization” 104).  
While there are innumerable factors that could have contributed to low enrollment 
and attendance in Americanization courses, nearly all scholars point to the ideological 
orientations of Americanizers, which translated into administrative structures and 
pedagogical practices, as responsible for immigrants’ lack of participation.  
 
3.4 Women’s Education in the Americanization Movement 
As we consider the historical views on the effectiveness of the Americanization 
movement reflected by these scholars, we must note that what we believe to be true about 
immigrant education in the Americanization Era is true primarily about immigrant men.  
Once we take the time to examine these histories through the lens of gender, we 
see that many histories of the Americanization movement altogether ignore or gloss over 
the education of women as part of Americanization. Both Wan’s and Dayton-Wood’s 
works, for example, bounces back and forth describing men’s and women’s programs. 
This choice in arrangement implies that men and women received equal attention during 
this movement, thereby erasing the opportunity to recognize and study women’s 
education in more depth.  
We can attribute this historiographic omission to a number of factors. Speaking of 






that “the history of men was considered gender neutral, making it unnecessary to deal 
with women in any area apart from a brief passage about families” (26), a move which 
reflected the larger views of the field. As in the field of rhetoric, Weinberg et al. trace this 
exclusionary position toward women to a longstanding tradition of focusing on public 
life, which was primarily dominated by men, “while women were confined to the 
domestic realm of the home and family which was not the subject of historical 
investigation. Only when women left the home to enter the labor force, take part in 
strikes, join organizations, or work to secure suffrage did their activities even become 
part of the public record and accessible to traditional historical methodology” (26). It 
seems like that, because of their ideology-based approach to historiography, women’s 
education was simply viewed as less important, as issues of citizenship and economic 
production did not apply as widely to women as to men. Regarding citizenship, for 
example, a married woman’s citizenship was tied to her husband’s citizen status from 
1855 until the passage of the Cable Act in 1922 (Schneider 59). Further, white women 
who did have citizenship did not receive suffrage until 1920.  
It is interesting to note how the omission of women in many histories reflects the 
male-centered worldview that dominated the first few decades of the 20th century. A case 
in point is an illustration found in the opening pages of ESL specialist Peter Roberts’s 
1912 book The New Immigration: A Study of the Industrial and Social Life of 
Southeastern Europeans in America, which features portraits of members from 17 
different nationalities arriving in the United States: all of these figures are men (see 








Figure 3.1 Opening image in The New Immigration: A Study of the Industrial and Social 
Life of Southeastern Europeans in America by Peter Roberts (1912) 
 
Regardless of the reasons behind their omission, we must look carefully to discover how 
histories account for women in the Americanization movement. Consciously working to 
add women into the scope of history, historian Maxine Seller writes of many of the issues 
facing immigrant women who sought education in her article “The Education of the 
Immigrant Woman 1900-1935.” Writing primarily of progressively-minded educational 
efforts in both school and organizational settings, Seller argues that even these programs 
were limited in their ability to reach and positively impact immigrant women.  
 According to Seller, leaders of even Progressive education programs bought into 
the belief that immigrants from Southern and Eastern Europe were “a morally, culturally, 






American city and menace the middle class Anglo-Saxon way of life” (308). This belief 
in the need for social and cultural training above academic training, as well as pervasive 
beliefs in the intellectual and inferiority of women, resulted in vocationally-focused 
educational opportunities that sought to train women for their roles as wives and mothers 
(Seller 309). From one perspective, this approach was practical in that it met the realistic 
needs of immigrant women; this focus on the home was also a way Americanizers sought 
to gain social control, in addition to economic and civil control, of immigrants in the 
effort to create completely loyal citizens. For example, McClymer notes that many 
groups that sponsored Americanization courses, such as the General Federation of 
Women’s Clubs, made the elimination of cabbage from the immigrant diet a priority, 
proposing American vegetables instead (“Gender” 12). Beyond the racism (and 
ignorance) implicit in such a pedagogy, this approach to focusing solely on home-based 
lessons excluded the more than 1.5 million women who worked in industrial settings by 
1910 (Seller 319).  
In most cases, classes that weren’t specifically aimed at women were by default 
designed for male students (McClymer “Gender” 9). When women tried to attend such 
courses, they often found that there wasn’t enough space in the classroom to 
accommodate them. Truancy officers in schools also tended to focus on male students 
over female students, making it easier for immigrant women to slip under the radar and 
out of school (Seller 314). Many immigrant parents sought to keep their daughters out of 
school to help with housework or childcare or to work outside the home; others simply 
did not believe women needed to be educated (Seller 315, 317). When girls did manage 






by administrators was typically lower than that spent on men’s. This probably persisted 
across adult education programs, where, according to Seller, “Private agencies that talked 
a great deal about the necessity of education for immigrant women balked at committing 
their resources. Industrialists lauded the benefits of factory schools for immigrant 
workers but were unwilling to pay teachers or to allow publicly funded instruction in 
company time” (316).  
Other administrative issues that hindered the education of immigrant women 
included the timing and structure of English courses. According to Seller, some women 
simply did not have “time or energy left for schooling” after meeting their work or family 
obligations (317). Additional issues that could hinder women’s attendance included the 
time commitment called for by Americanization classes (up to four times per week), 
English Only classroom policies, male teachers in co-ed classrooms, or the fear of 
proselytizing (318). In addition, many immigrants resented the Americanization 
classroom’s call to abandon native customs and found the content of courses to be 
unnecessary or inappropriate (319). Many Americanizers were simply out of touch with 
the immigrant woman’s needs.  
Finally, cultural attitudes toward women and education, both from immigrants’ 
home countries and in America, prevented many women from accessing English 
language education. Seller reports that prominent leaders in education and medicine in 
this era cautioned against the over-education of the immigrant woman:  
G. Stanley Hall, prominent leader of the child study movement, advised 
educators to concentrate on development of intuition rather than intellect 
in female adolescents, warning that “bookishness is probably a bad sign in 
girls.” Edward Thorndike, the leading educational psychologist of the day, 






women had mediocre abilities. Physicians as well as educators worried 
that too much mental effort injured women’s health, making them less 
efficient for their primary purpose, the production of the next generation. 
(308-309) 
 
As a result of these and other issues, scholars report that the number of programs 
available for the education of immigrant women, and the number of women in attendance 
at these programs was extremely low, even in comparison to the relatively low number of 
male students who accessed Americanization courses. As with implicitly-male based 
histories, it’s difficult to obtain numbers of women’s participation because of the nature 
of these courses and difficulties with counting enrollment. The added issue of gender 
makes estimating attendance even more difficult, as some agencies did not include 
women in their statistics. The federal Bureau of Naturalization, for example, did not track 
women in their statistics until 1922. Despite these difficulties, Seller does give us a 
glimpse of what women’s enrollment looked like in some places. Writing of Chicago, she 
states the that in 1920 the city’s yet-to-be naturalized population was more than 300,000, 
“yet mothers classes in the Chicago schools showed a meager registration of 400, of 
whom 240 actually attended regularly (Seller 315-316).  
The work of historians intentionally striving to include women in historical 
accounts demonstrates that the traditional, issue-based analytic used to describe 
Americanization programs is incomplete. Given this model’s limitations in helping us 
examine gender, we can surmise that there may fruitful work in examining in greater 
depth the education of immigrant women. We may also wonder what else these ideology-
based accounts leave out. As such, we must consider alternative methods and analytical 






3.5 Ecological, Location-Based History: A New Schema 
As we can see, scholars within the fields of history as well as rhetoric and composition 
have thus far described the teaching of English as part of the Americanization movement 
as a vehicle conservative or progressive Americanizers used to form immigrants into 
suitable inhabitants of the United States according to their vision for them. In many cases, 
scholars argue, these programs were especially concerned with the political, economic, 
and social roles of the immigrant, and they centered their programs around the formation 
of the immigrant into their ideal vision of the American citizen. John Higham’s epigraph 
at the beginning of this chapter illustrates this viewpoint that Americanization was driven 
primarily by dichotomous views. His commentary is especially significant, we should 
note, because scholars in the fields of rhetoric and composition and history, including 
Barron, Dayton-Wood, McClymer, Wan, and Ziegler-McPherson, who have written 
about this era have drawn heavily from Higham’s history in their own historical work.  
This lens of interpretation has been an effective one for producing a general 
understanding of Americanization work. I wish to argue, however, that this framework is 
only able to provide us with a partial view of the Americanization Era and of particular 
programs involved in the teaching of English. One of the problems with such a 
characterization is that it creates artificial categories into which we must force our 
historical interpretations, therefore shaping how we are able to understand the work of 
various programs. Additionally, we come face to face with the fact that some 
Americanization efforts do not fit neatly into either category as well as the fact that some 






Finally, and perhaps most importantly, a focus on the ideological motivations of 
Americanizers in the construction of their educational efforts narrowly focuses our 
attention on the issues that clearly fit within these categories, such as the political, 
economic, and social positioning of immigrants. By focusing primarily on ideologically-
motivated Americanization and the translation of these concerns into educational 
programs, our historiographic gaze becomes fixed upon studying how programs enacted 
this move. As a result, we significantly limit our ability to consider other causes and 
effects of these programs, to study the administrative development and practices of these 
programs, and to interpret the work of programs which did not follow ideology-based 
models. Further, this historiographic approach gives us only a partial view of agency, by 
acknowledging agency as operating solely within specific Americanizers and their 
enactment of pedagogical approaches. It does not account for how immigrants 
themselves, or social or cultural forces, had agency that played a role in the development 
of some programs.  
To broaden our historiographic gaze, I propose that we employ an ecological 
administrative lens built upon scholarship in writing program administration (by scholars 
such as L’Eplattenier and Mastrangelo, Grabill, Ratcliffe and Rickly, and Ryan) and in 
composition studies (by scholars such as Blythe, Coe, Cooper, Edbauer, Rivers and 
Weber, and Syverson) and described in more depth in Chapter 2 to the project of 
historicizing the Americanization movement. I argue that this ecologically-attuned, 
location based lens expands our interpretative scope past the ideologies upon which 
Americanization programs were built. In this interpretive frame, we can consider the 






locations based on various combinations of traditionally-considered factors, such as 
political, economic, and social issues, as well as unconventional factors, like gender, 
ethnicity, religion, and materiality. This lens renders visible the complex assemblages 
which produced rhetorical education.  
One of the major contributions of this framework is the space it gives us to 
analyze Americanization programs based on their positioning in terms of their 
stakeholders. Because the immigrant is the central concern of these programs, I place the 
immigrant as the focal point of this ecological landscape, looking to see how programs 
built and positioned themselves in relation to the immigrant. This location-based view 
requires a customized terminology to describe the relationality of programs to the 
immigrants they served. Using an ecological framework encouraged by administrative 
historiography, I rely on the location-based terms “top down,” “bottom up,” and “lateral” 
to reframe the administrative approach of Americanization’s educational work. 
In this new model, “top down” refers to programs that located themselves 
“above” immigrants in that they developed based on their pre-existing stances toward 
immigrants and sought to impose a prescribed form of education on them. Programs 
operating from this location followed the ideology-based model described by recent 
historiographic work, which include many of those which fell along the conservative-
progressive spectrum. These beliefs are visible in the pedagogical approaches they took, 
as described above. Many of the state-sponsored, industry-sponsored, and union-
sponsored programs responsible for the programs and pedagogies fit into this category.  
If we are to accept the assessment of scholars in this field that Americanization 






embraced resulted in that failure. Dayton-Wood’s essay hints at, but does not consciously 
forward, Americanizers’ common tendency to view immigrants as “assets” because of 
their potential for economic, civic, and social impact. Describing the attitude toward 
immigrants found in Americanization texts, Dayton-Wood echoes this objectification of 
the immigrant later in her essay, noting that “textbook pedagogy reified the image of the 
immigrant as an object to be made over” (408-409). Using a top-down lens to describe 
this type of program, we claim the reification of the immigrant as an object to be acted 
upon as a trope of these programs.  
However, an ecological framework shows that this top-down approach describes 
only part of the Americanization movement. Along with top-down programs, we can 
easily define two other ecological locations or Americanization programs in relation to 
immigrants— “lateral” and “bottom up” (although it’s imporant to note American-born 
citizens could also be involved in these programs.) Lateral programs are those which 
were developed and implemented primarily by immigrants themselves. While the scope 
and goals of these programs varied greatly, they can be described as lateral within this 
framework because they operated from a side-by-side position toward immigrants. Some 
examples of programs operating laterally include fraternal organizations and religious 
organizations.  
The third location we can consider, and the focus of this dissertation, is the 
“bottom up” ecological location. Programs in this location did not begin with a specific 
or self-interested agenda in mind for immigrants. Rather they built their administration 






Examples of movements which took a bottom-up positionality in relation to immigrants 
include some community organizations, such as the YWCA.    
I emphasize that this alternative framework for viewing educational programs of 
ths Americanization movement does not imply that later and bottom-up programs did not 
have ideologies that guided their work or that were transferred to their students. Rather, I 
propose this framework as an alternative lens that allows us to focus on administrative 
locations, since this focus on location gives us the ability to gather more extensive 
evidence of the administrative structures, practices, and tactics that administrators used to 
achieve their goals. Any study of lateral or bottom-up approaches would rightly 
investigate the ideologies that programs in these locations ascribed to in order to 
understand the role they played in educational administration.  
With this location-based model, we now have the space to critically reflect on 
approaches to administration, looking to a broad array of texts and contexts to understand 
programmatic development. Having already identified gender in Americanization as an 
area in need of further study, the remainder of this dissertation seeks particularly to 
examine the development of immigrant women’s education from alternate ecological 
locations. Focusing particularly on the International Institute movement, I will examine 
how this bottom-up program developed not from an ideology-based approach but rather 
from a problem-based approach. I will begin my history of the International Institute 
movement by looking at how its leaders defined and approached the problem of 
immigrant women’s education, ultimately building a program that was able to respond to 







3.6 Emergence: Feminist, Ecological Rhetorical Administration in the YWCA’s 
International Institute Movement  
Having drawn a fuller picture of the landscape of the Americanization movement, we can 
now begin to examine the International Institute movement as a program that positioned 
itself in a bottom-up relationship with immigrants. In the following chapters, I will 
describe the formation and administration of the International Institute movement.  As I 
will argue, one of the distinguishing characteristics of the bottom-up approach is that 
such an approach is inherently rhetorical, consciously built upon the needs of students 
and with a deep awareness of context, and I will demonstrate how these two ecological 
aspects worked in tandem with the administrators’ own goals and motivations. In this 
section, I frame the administrative work of the International Institute movement by 
describing how, to use Ratcliffe and Rickly’s term, the YWCA’s leaders were able to 
“identify issues of concern” that guided the trajectory of the International Institute 
movement’s development.  This move, I argue, points to how the International Institute 
movement can be described as a bottom-up program, and, further, it classifies the 
YWCA’s work with immigrants as feminist and rhetorical administration.  
From its very beginning, the International Institute movement was built upon a 
philosophy that privileged the intentional study of women immigrants’ lived experiences 
as foundation for their work with immigrants. In 1910, the YWCA’s Committee of 
Research and Investigation submitted a report entitled “Some Urgent Phases of 
Immigrant Life” to the YWCA’s president, Grace H. Dodge, and the Association’s 
National Council. The report, authored by Mary Clark Barnes and commissioned at 






Manhattan, this geographic restriction being owed to the short two-month duration of the 
study and the relatively small number of investigators. As a whole, the Banes report 
makes several moves: it traces the YWCA’s current involvement as an organization 
working with immigrant women, describes an experiment with holding summer English 
classes, argues for why the YWCA should consider immigrant women to be within the 
scope of their work, and offers recommendations for actions the National Board should 
authorize in moving forward with immigrant work.  
One of the central findings of the Barnes report was that there existed a great need 
for providing English classes for immigrant women. Of the 550 interviews conducted of 
immigrant women by the Committee over June and July of 1910, 338 of the women 
“expressed their desire to learn English” (Barnes 20). Beyond the women’s own desire to 
learn English, the report identifies immigrant women’s access to the English language as 
critical to their well-being. In particular, the Barnes report explores industrial labor as one 
area where a lack of English proficiency was not just detrimental, but dangerous to non-
English speaking immigrants. Citing the shirtwaist strike of 1909-1910, which the report 
claims had more than 30,000 participants across the industry protesting the demanding 
and unsafe working conditions of their factories, Barnes points out that the vast majority 
of women involved were under the age of 20, unmarried, and immigrants, with a large 
number not speaking English. (Less than a year later, more than 100 of these women 
would fall victim to the Triangle Shirtwaist Factory Fire.) As a result of their lack of 
language skills and familiarity with American ways, Barnes expressed concern that these 
women “provide ready resources for unscrupulous employers who maintain unreasonable 






A second impetus that Barnes identifies for the YWCA’s obligation to serve 
immigrant women comes from the rising birthrate of children to immigrants, which 
exceeded births to native-born families by four to one or greater, even with infant 
mortality rates taken into consideration (Barnes 16). Here, Barnes’s concern for 
providing services to immigrant women is rooted in her acknowledgment of the 
inevitability that “immigrant girls will hold the keys of American homes in the very near 
future” (16).  With this being the case, Barnes finds it imperative that immigrant women 
be given the opportunity to understand the values and value of American life by exposing 
them to the America that exists outside the prison bars of monotony and crowded 
isolation that characterized tenement life. Education at the hands of an organization such 
as the YWCA was one way to ensure a prosperous, lively future for families and the 
entire country.  
 Given the conditions facing immigrant women, the support agencies and 
organizations interviewed for the report identify the YWCA as an optimal organization to 
improve women’s conditions, and this improvement was to take place through the 
teaching of English. Reporting on conversations with leaders from the League for 
Protection on Immigrants, the Council of Women for Home Missions, the North 
American Civic League for Immigrants, the Consumers’ League, the Women’s Trade 
Union League, and “other humanitarian organizations,” Barnes states that “‘The need of 
knowledge of the English language’” was the “almost universal reply” to the question of 
immigrant women’s greatest need.  
As the decade went on, the writings of women involved in running the YWCA’s 






related to their work. From the perspective of several leaders in the movement, the 
necessity to provide English education for immigrant women only become more pressing 
over time. One reason for this continued need was that women were being bypassed by 
many of the government, industry, and social education programs. Edith B. Terry 
Bremer6, the founder of the International Institute movement and the YWCA’s Secretary 
for Immigration Work during this time period, draws attention to this gap in education in 
her article “Education for ‘Immigrant Women’: What Is It?,” found in the January 1916 
issue of Educational Foundations. Here, Bremer provides a rhetorical analysis of a recent 
government poster, which she depicts as: 
portraying Uncle Sam holding out a delighted hand to a fine specimen of 
young manhood. The young man holds a pick and shovel all ready for his 
first job as if he had come all the way just to work in a mine or on a 
railroad, and behind him a kindly judge is bestowing a diploma of 
citizenship over the rail while high, on the hill chubby school children are 
tramping into their spacious schoolhouse with its flag waving 
triumphantly above them. Not a woman is in sight. (290).    
 
This poster, claims Bremer, reveals several common beliefs regarding immigrants: that 
they are all male, all laborers, and that their education should consist of “what is best for 
America” (290). As she brings to light these embedded views toward immigrants, Bremer 
makes the case, as Barnes had earlier, that “the deep concern of our nation should be the 
homes of its people,” a shift which automatically brings the woman to the forefront of 
educational outreach.  
Echoing many of these same sentiments, The Teaching of English and the 
Foreign Born Woman, a pamphlet published a year later in 1920 by Minnie May 
Newman, an educational specialist working with the YWCA’s Immigrant Commission, 






particular regard to language. Noting the absence of published pedagogical material on 
the teaching of English to women who immigrated to the United States, Newman cites 
the commonly-held thought that “once men are gained women will follow” as a key 
reason for the omission of women from discussions on the teaching of English to 
immigrants to date7.  
Through the continual foregrounding of immigrant women’s problems such as 
those touched on briefly in this section, the YWCA was able to position itself in a 
bottom-up relationship to the immigrant woman by beginning and continuing their work 
based on their study of a documented need, rather than on a pre-existing ideological 
belief. From this location, the YWCA’s leaders were able to approach the task of 
providing educational opportunities for women who would otherwise have limited or no 
access to English language instruction. Their efforts, beginning at early as 1910 in New 
York City, quickly blossomed into the International Institute movement, which extended 
to 1930 and beyond and reached all across the country. The breadth and endurance of this 




As this brief examination of the YWCA’s commentary on immigrant women’s education 
reveals, this organization began their work by determining the needs of their students. 
Unlike many top-down programs, the International Institute movement was born not in 
ideology but in the recognition of gaps in educational opportunities and the benefits 






administrative work as feminist, ecologically-attuned, and rhetorical and sets the 
movement apart from many other programs involved in immigrant education during the 
Americanization movement.  
The following chapters will use an ecological lens to explore the feminist rhetorical 
administration of the International Institute movement in more depth. In Chapter 4, I look 
at the underlying philosophies that guided the YWCA as it developed its programs. In 
Chapter 5, I then look at the pedagogical principles they enacted. In Chapter 6 I look at 
the persuasive work of advocacy and activism that accompanied their programs in an 
effort to change societal views of immigrants. Together, these chapters will provide a 
thorough history of the administrative work occurring in one ecosystem within the 






 PRAGMATIST FEMINISM IN THE CONSTRUCTION AND  
DEVELOPMENT OF THE INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE MOVEMENT 
4.1 Introduction 
As the previous chapter demonstrates, many Americanization programs that sought to 
educate immigrants in the early 20th century developed in response to the anxieties that 
accompanied the increase in “new” immigration and the dramatic changes in political, 
economic, and social arenas in the first two decades of the 1900s. Using an ecological 
lens, we can characterize a majority of the programs that the literature has focused on as 
occupying a top-down location in regard to immigrant education. These top-down 
approaches were guided primarily by ideologies that sought to remake immigrants into 
fitting citizens. As I argued, however, these top-down programs represent only one part 
of the landscape of Americanization, and I introduced the YWCA’s International Institute 
movement as a program that developed educational opportunities for immigrant women 
from a bottom-up location.  
This chapter delves deeper into the development of the International Institute 
movement, exploring the approach the movement’s leaders took to developing an 
administrative infrastructure for their programs for immigrant women. As I examine the 
early work of the International Institutes’ construction, I argue that Edith Terry Bremer 
and the women under her leadership relied on an implicit pragmatist feminism as part of 
their feminist rhetorical administrative approach. Although the concept of pragmatism is 






from pragmatist philosophies, which were prevalent in this period especially among 
social and educational reformers. While “feminism” is not used explicitly either, the 
writings of the International Institute movement’s founders are characterized by a 
consistent, unified approach to program development grounded in the pragmatist-feminist 
ideals of embodiment, pluralism, process, and reflection. This approach allowed 
administrators to define their goals, responsibilities toward stakeholders, and approaches 
to education in a way that was well suited to the backgrounds, needs, abilities, and 
interests of their students. Ultimately, this pragmatist-feminist orientation’s 
foregrounding of experience distinguishes it from top-down programs, and I posit that 
this feminist rhetorical approach to administration enabled the International Institutes to 
assess and better meet the needs of their students. Thus, a pragmatist feminist 
administrative philosophy, which grounded administrative actions in local conditions, 
was an important component of the movement’s success.  
I begin this chapter by outlining four key aspects of pragmatist feminism. Then, I 
provide an account of the development and construction of the International Institute 
movement based on early documents written by the movement’s leaders, illustrating how 
the YWCA’s administrators used an early, implicit pragmatist feminism to shape and 
guide their emerging education program. Together, these accounts help to illustrate how 
feminist rhetorical administration can be implemented and how it can contribute to 







4.2 Feminist Pragmatism 
Over the last twenty-five years, scholars working with feminist theory in fields such as 
philosophy, history, women’s studies, and rhetoric and composition have sought to 
ground and extend for their work in pragmatic philosophies, creating a “pragmatist 
feminism8” to motivate and guide their work. As with feminism, “pragmatism cannot be 
defined by a set of first principles or axiomatic truths”; it is more productively described 
as a certain attitude or orientation to the world (Danisch 4). Writing of the core beliefs 
pragmatists might hold, Danisch writes: “First pragmatists believe that the world is 
uncertain and contingent….Second, given such uncertainty pragmatism advances an 
epistemological anthropocentrism….Third, if knowledge is a function of human interests, 
then…‘the world is pluralism’….Fourth, even though the world is manifold, an 
individual’s relationship to community is a central preoccupation….Fifth, negotiating the 
social and natural worlds requires a set of methods or tools for use by individuals and 
communities” (6-7). 
Although feminism and pragmatism are each flexible enough to allow a range of 
beliefs and values, many of the values of these two theoretical lenses are complementary, 
and their sharing of an epistemological orientation that rejects traditional Modernist 
claims about the possibility of objective truth makes their fusion an easy one. After 
briefly describing this epistemology, I will discuss the values of embodiment, pluralism, 
process, and reflection—three commonly-held values between these two philosophies 
that “mutually enrich one another” (Ryan and Graban 281). 
According to contemporary pragmatist feminist philosophers, both pragmatism 






absolute Truth in favor of situated, flexible truths. Pragmatism, which can be 
characterized as “a philosophy that stresses the relation of theory to practice” or 
“knowledge and action” (Seigfried 6-7), is fundamentally occupied with the production 
of knowledge in a reciprocal relationship with action. Generally speaking, pragmatists 
reject the idea of knowledge as a fixed, stable entity which can obtained by what Shannon 
Sullivan calls “a passive recording of the features of the world” that is “divorced from 
human experience” (“The Need” 219). Rather, Sullivan, who writes particularly of the 
pragmatist philosophy of John Dewey, explains that knowledge is directly linked to 
experience; it is the result of a “method of experimental inquiry in which people 
investigate the problems with which they are confronted in order to develop possible 
solutions to them that are then tested in experience to see if the desired results occur” 
(Sullivan “The Need” 219). Necessarily, then, knowledge is grounded in subjective 
human experience rather that in an external, natural objectivity.  
Feminism also adopts a more subjective epistemology, though for different 
reasons. Many feminists have argued that traditional epistemologies, which purport to be 
objective, are in fact situated, and they are situated in the context of male-dominated 
systems of inquiry that have traditionally excluded women. Sandra Harding summarizes 
these feminist objections in her introduction to Feminism and Methodology: “they claim 
that the voice of science is a masculine one; that history is written from only the point of 
view of men (of the dominant class and race); that the subject of a traditional sociological 
sentence is always assumed to be a man” (3). Responding to the problem of supposedly 
“objective” epistemologies, but eschewing the inability of relativism to provide 






which views knowledge as something that is produced from a particular positioning. In 
this view, objectivity is possible, but it is a partial, rather than totalizing objectivity” 
(Haraway 188-193).  
This view of knowledge is put into practice in feminist standpoint theory. 
Forwarded by scholars including Harding, Nancy Hartsock, and Patricia Hill Collins, 
standpoint theory privileges inquiry that begins from the unique positionings of people 
who lie on the outskirts of traditional knowledge production because of their lack of 
social, political, or economic prestige, such as women and minorities (Bowell). In 
addition, many feminists have sought to increase the transparency and inclusivity of 
research practices. One way this is accomplished is through researchers accounting for 
the ways that their own positioning (e.g. race, class, gender, culture) impacts what they 
study, how they study it, and the conclusions that they draw (Harding 9). 
 
4.2.1 Embodiment 
Emerging from the larger epistemological perspective that unites feminists and 
pragmatists is a focus on embodiment. Feminist theory has long considered embodiment 
to be a central concern, seeking to understand how physicality, especially that of women 
and other minorities, is viewed, treated, and shaped. While traditional philosophy often 
draws a sharp dichotomy between the mind and body and between reason and emotion, 
feminist theory asks us to consider how bodies influence our epistemologies and 
knowledge itself. Employing an embodied methodology in the context of rhetorical 
studies, Joy Ritchie and Kate Ronald attempt in their collection Available Means: An 






gender, sexual orientation, ability, race, and class influence their rhetorical production 
and theories, challenging us to expand our view of what counts as rhetoric (xxi). 
Pragmatists also share a concern for embodiment that is related to their 
epistemological viewpoint. As Sharyn Clough explains, “Pragmatists view knowers, 
bodies and minds, naturalistically, as ontologically continuous with and co-constitutive 
of, the world we know. Pragmatism involves the claim that there is nothing to be gained 
by invoking a split between a non-natural, subjective world of mind, and an ontologically 
distinct natural world of bodies,” (130). Sullivan furthers describes this notion through 
the concept of transaction. Following John Dewey, pragmatists conceive of bodies, and 
all experience, as transactional, where “The boundaries that delimit individual entities are 
permeable, not fixed, which means that organisms and their various environments—
social, cultural, and political as well as physical—are constituted by their mutual 
influence and impact on each other” (1). Taking this view, pragmatists understand “the 
significance of bodily materiality to human lived existence,” and, as a result, to 
knowledge. So they, like feminists, focus their attention on bodies’ interactions with the 
cultural, social, and material world.  
 
4.2.2 Pluralism 
Related to the concept of embodiment, pluralism is an idea highly valued by both 
pragmatists and feminists. For pragmatists, pluralism involves several components: the 
valuing of a wide range of human perspectives, the valuing of multiple ways of knowing, 
and the valuing of the tangible and intangible aspects of our environments. Building on 






multiple perspectives…generically…by not committing itself to any one of them (10). To 
this point, Sullivan argues that feminism, which also values pluralism, brings to light the 
positionality of pluralism itself as arising “from a particular perspective,” helping to call 
attention to potential biases or limitations (5). Through feminism, we can “identify the 
hidden assumptions of pragmatist analyses” and “demonstrate the crucial difference 
between merely acknowledging other perspectives and coming to terms with the 
consequences of such recognition” (Seigfried 10). Feminists interested in pragmatist 
viewpoints have shown that feminist tenets can help to make pluralism more concrete and 
equitable. Speaking of pragmatist feminism in the context of WPA work, Ryan and 
Graban similarly conclude the feminism’s prioritization of inclusion ensures our 
likeliness of “recognizing and resisting oppression”. While pragmatism “embraces 
experience, pluralism, and reform, feminism quite firmly directs these values” through its 
focus on women, minorities, and all those who have been excluded from traditional 
philosophical inquiry (282).  
 
4.2.3 Process 
Given its focus on embodied and multiple perspectives, pragmatism can be described, 
according to Whipps, as “a process-oriented philosophy” characterized by the continual 
reassessment of experience. This rejection of complacency arises at least partially from 
the pragmatic rejection of immutable Truth in favor of contingent truths. Since our 
environments are constantly in flux, pragmatists see value in continuously reassessing 
their experience in order to test and redefine the truths around which they operate. As a 






similar way, feminist thought, following Judith Butler, has viewed performativity and its 
role in subject-formation as an ongoing process influenced by both linguistic and social 
interaction (Sullivan 89). From a feminist perspective, subjectivity is not static, but is 
continuously evolving, and feminist decision-making demands careful attention to the 
ever-fluid ecologies in which those in authority operate (Ryan 81-82).  
 
4.2.4 Reflection 
Embodiment, pluralism, and process are concretized and made actionable through the 
process of reflection. For pragmatists, reflection is a central component of knowledge 
making. In Democracy and Education, John Dewey, as a key pragmatist thinker and 
contemporary of the Americanization movement, links reflection to education by 
defining education as the “reconstruction or reorganization of experience” (89). For 
Dewey, it is only possible to ““to act with an end in view” when we engage in reflective 
thinking, or “the intentional endeavor to discover specific connections between 
something which we do and the consequences that result” (170-171). Reflection produces 
specificity that feeds into the theory-practice loop of pragmatism.  
Recognizing the centrality of Deweyan reflection to the process of education, 
reflection has become of touchstone of contemporary education, especially in teacher 
education (Rodgers), service learning and community engagement (Anson; Deans,) and 
writing pedagogy and assessment (Chandler; Yancey and Weiser). Further, the field of 
Writing Program Administration has considered reflection to be an important practice for 
WPAs, as evidenced by the titles of two influential works in the field: The Writing 






and The Writing Program Administrator as Researcher: Inquiry in Action & Reflection 
(Rose and Weiser). Delving more deeply into the pragmatist connections between 
reflection and administrative work, Bushman suggests that a conscious embracing of the 
reflective practices will benefit WPAs’ efficacy as well as their professionalization.  
Reflection is also an important part of feminist undertakings, especially in the 
arena of rhetorical theory. In Feminist Rhetorical Practices, Royster and Kirsch describe 
reflection as a central aspect of critical imagination and strategic contemplation, two of 
their four “critical terms of engagement” that emerged from their analysis of current 
feminist rhetorical practices (19). In pragmatist fashion, their study moved “from practice 
to theory to practice to theory,” seeking to generate knowledge informed by lived 
experience. The first of these critical terms of engagement, critical imagination, 
foregrounds reflection as a way to deepen understand of the subjects under study, which 
in the case of feminist rhetorical work are historical. When undertaking critical reflection, 
scholars make “a commitment to making connections and seeing possibility,” enabling 
them to see “the noticed and the unnoticed, rethinking what is there and not there, and 
speculating about what could be there instead” (Royster and Kirsch 19-20). Essential to 
this process is reflection, which requires “listening deeply, reflexively, and multisensibly; 
grounding inquiries in historical evidence with regard to both texts and contexts; creating 
schemata for engaging critical attention; and disrupting our assumptions regularly 
through reflective and reflexive questions” (Royster and Kirsch 21). Similarly, strategic 
contemplation centers around the reflective activity. Likening this term of engagement to 
the practice of meditations, Royster and Kirsch emphasize the importance of dwelling 






and meditation, by observing without rushing to judgment, by noticing without the 
immediate need to analyze, classify, and establish knowledge” (22). Through this 
deliberate, careful reflective process, feminist rhetorical theories distinguish themselves 
as attentive to context, subjectivity, and connections in their work.  
With a clearer understanding of the connections between pragmatism and 
feminism, we can now turn to the history of the YWCA’s International Institute 
movement, using these theoretical frames as a lens through which to analyze the 
development and administration of the Institute’s programs. 
 
4.3 Early Development and Administration of the International Institute Movement 
From its earliest days, the International Institute movement was built rhetorically, using 
an implicit feminist pragmatism that valued embodied, pluralistic experience filtered 
through the process of reflection. We can see this underlying theoretical grounding, 
which guided the construction of this student-centered program, evidenced in the 
founders’ institutional writings. Through the writing of monthly and annual reports, 
meeting minutes, correspondence, and histories, the women of the YWCA involved in 
the International Institute’s administration were able to reflect upon and assess their 
work. This reflection equipped them with experience-based knowledge necessary for 
positive action. The remainder of this chapter describes the process by which the 
founders and leaders of the International Institute developed and administered this 
movement. In the following section, I will explore the formation of the first International 
Institute, illustrating how the architects’ pragmatist-feminist orientations contributed to 






4.3.1 First Responses to Immigrant Women’s Needs 
Institutional responses to the needs of women immigrants began almost immediately 
upon the YWCA’s recognition of these needs, as revealed by many of the archival reports 
and publications documenting the history of the YWCA. The 1910 Barnes report 
(discussed in the previous chapter) describes an early experiment in providing summer 
English classes for immigrant women. After outlining some of the English classes 
available for the foreign-born9 through a number of government and social agencies, 
Barnes identifies two major problems: the classes are not all open to women, and the 
classes generally do not run during the summer. Regarding the issue of summer classes, 
Barnes tells readers that her group had been advised by organizations already undertaking 
educational work that summer classes would be impossible to run due to lack of 
attendance. Despite this warning, and despite initial difficulties with finding a suitable 
location and funding for adequate materials that she recounts, Barnes finds their one-
month experiment in July of 1910 to be a success, with 77 students “steadily growing in 
interest and in numbers” (12). The response of this experiment proved to be a strong 
argument for the YWCA to continue to invest efforts in reaching out to immigrant 
women.  
Although the YWCA’s initial attempt to reach out to immigrant communities was 
met with early success, the building of a firm foundation for what would eventually 
become a widespread network of resources for immigrant women was not immediate. 
Program administrators met a number of challenges in developing effective programs 
capable of reaching their intended participants. Much of the work of these early years is 






work with immigrant communities as a member of a new 15-member subcommittee 
appointed by the Association Extension Committee and Method Committee of the 
YWCA’s National Board in New York City. This committee’s work quickly became 
known as the International Institute (1911 Report). In her report from December 1910, 
Bremer documents the Association’s official work with immigrants as beginning on 
December 5 of that year. The committee’s first effort had been to attempt to re-establish 
the July English class that had been part of the Barnes experiment. The class, however, 
faced a wealth of administrative problems: a lack of publicity in the neighborhood where 
the class was being taught, a lack of specialists in language teaching to instruct new 
teachers, and a lack of oversight in actually running the classes. Feeling that the YWCA 
“could not afford to earn a poor name…in that community,” the class was discontinued 
after only 10 days.  
Regrouping after this failed attempt, the Extension Committee quickly realized 
that effective administration would be critical to the success of any future effort to 
provide educational opportunities. Using their past experiences as a guide, the 
Committee’s next move was to develop a plan for future work with immigrants; this plan 
included the development of classes at the Institute’s headquarters in Manhattan before 
again seeking to hold classes in immigrant communities themselves. These headquarters 
classes would be “under close supervision” and would be used to train teachers who 
would subsequently be charged with running neighborhood classes. With this move, the 
YWCA committed itself to a distinct approach to administration, resolving to base their 
approach to teaching immigrants on experience rather than ideology, thereby developing 






approach would become a hallmark of the YWCA’s pragmatist feminist approach to 
programmatic administration.  
With a new strategy in place, Committee members were able to make significant 
progress by March of 1911.  They secured three sites in New York City—offices at East 
72nd street and two storefronts (one in the Battery district and one on Avenue A) to use as 
classrooms. They also hired two full time workers and seven English teachers (along with 
two unpaid volunteer teachers), and three “visitors” whose work was to make contact 
with immigrant girls and women within one to two weeks of their arrival. Upon making 
contact, the visitors learned a great deal about the new arrivals: “the girl’s living 
conditions, her surroundings, the people with whom she boards, her occupation before 
she came to America, the occupation she has found in New York, what occupation she 
would like to train for, her litteracy [sic], her desire to learn English, her chances for 
making friends, what recreation she has, etc.” The visitor would then advise the women 
about the availability of classes and opportunities for developing friendships. By July of 
1911, “visitors” were able to reach women speaking 17 different languages (Bremer 
“Biennium 1911-1912”), an effort which not only brought members to the YWCA but 
also helped the YWCA’s administrators understand the unique experiences and needs of 
the various immigrant groups they served.  
In addition to the growth in personnel, networking and increasing publicity to 
promote the YWCA’s programs were additional priorities by this time. Bremer reports 
that the Committee spent “An enormous amount of time and thought…in establishing 
understanding and cooperation with the numerous foreign papers, societies and leading 






YWCA in non-English publications, interviewing editors and leaders prominent in 
immigrant communities, and corresponding with immigrant women about the YWCA’s 
work through letters, phone calls, and face-to-face conversations. As a result of these 
efforts to make their programs known, the YWCA’s work of providing English courses 
was met with small, though notable, success. By the time of the writing of the March 
report, the YWCA was running 10 English classes with an enrollment of 127 women 
representing 11 different nationalities. Although Bremer herself recognizes that this 
accomplishment was only the very beginning of the work the Committee could do in 
reaching immigrant communities, she notes that their success was no small feat, in that it 
“represents a great many barriers broken down and timidities and prejudices overcome” 
(“Biennium 1911-1912”). 
Alongside the building of physical and social infrastructures to support the 
YWCA’s English classes, leaders also set out early-on to embed their English language 
education efforts within a more complete educational program designed to nurture the 
physical and social needs of their students, believing that a holistic approach to the care 
of immigrants was necessary in order to give the women they served the best chance of 
transcending the poverty, isolation, and disillusionment that affected so many new 
arrivals to the United States. In the March 1911 report, Bremer notes new directions to 
complement their course of English classes. One of the next major plans for the 
Committee was to create a recreational center for their pupils. Another was to add a 
“party” to each class twice a month, and eventually to hold a large party at headquarters 
where women of different nationalities could come together. Finally, they hoped to add 






two initiatives, Bremer still insists in this report that they not be implemented in haste, 
but rather that they be “most carefully studied in relation to the many nationalities” and 
that a number of options be tested before settling on which approach to take, again giving 
evidence of the YWCA’s pragmatist feminist orientation toward embodied experience as 
a basis for action.   
With these developments through the early months of 1911, the YWCA’s 
International Institute had firmly placed itself in service to immigrant women. Through 
their implicit pragmatist feminist philosophy, administrators developed a rhetorical 
administrative approach that included the procedures of needs assessment, pilot 
programming, pilot program assessment, and establishment of more permanent programs. 
With this tested, successful pattern in place, the Committee realized that the work it was 
undertaking was truly historic. “Few of us realize,” writes Bremer in a report dated 
March 24, 1911, “what an untried work this is. We are pioneers. We are America’s first 
big, extended, organized effort to reach out a hand to the newly arriving foreign sisters. 
And the work is inexhaustible in inspiration to those privileged to handle it.” Filled with 
the recognition of the importance of their work in providing a lifeline for a largely 
vulnerable population, and armed with a method for accomplishing this work with a 
sound theoretical basis, the Committee of women running the International Institute was 
ready to make the case to the YWCA’s National Board for continued support of this 
work.  
This case for the support of the International Institute appears in Bremer’s year-
end report for 1911 to the YWCA’s Extension Committee. Here, Bremer lays out the 






infrastructure and external outreach, lists best practices derived from the Institute’s work 
to date, and puts forth suggestions for the YWCA’s immigrant work going forward.  
One of the major developments the report describes is the establishment of an  
administrative structure for the International Institute. By the end of 1911, the group had 
divided its work into five committees: an executive committee, responsible for policy and 
finance; an initial approach committee, responsible for making contact with new arrivals 
and beginning basic English instruction; a recreational committee, responsible for 
recreation programs and more advanced English language education; a home and 
emergency committee, responsible for locating a larger headquarters to accommodate the 
International Institute’s growth and to handle emergency situations with the women; and 
an economic committee, responsible for helping women find the best housing and 
employment opportunities available to them within their nationality’s section of town. 
Using the scope of services the YWCA was now providing and its reach into multiple 
stages of the immigrant woman’s experience as evidence for the program’s success and 
likeliness of endurance, Bremer declared that the International Institute was now an 
“institution,” whose work “was no longer an experiment.”  
Based on its “experimental” work with immigrants at the New York International 
Institute, the YWCA derived a number of best practices to be used in further work with 
immigrants wherever necessary across the country. The first of these listed in the report 
calls for YWCA workers to begin their work with services and programs that are of direct 
relevance to immigrants as new arrivals to the United States and to be proactive in 
reaching out to those they seek to serve. Next, the report states that the immigrant 






Institutes’ programs must always remain the protection of its members. According to the 
report, protection of women immigrants consists of three elements: “(a) guarding her on 
her arrival and settlement in a city, (b) visiting her as soon as possible after her arrival, 
(c) giving her as soon as possible a working knowledge of the new language that she may 
further protect herself” (Bremer, “1911”). As part of the work of outreach, the report calls 
for language instruction to be the International Institutes’ highest priority, followed by 
recreational, educational, and spiritual work. The final item in the report’s list of best 
practices is the employment of nationality workers—women staff members who 
themselves belong to the nationality of the women they seek to serve and speak their 
language.  
With a list of experience-based best practices set to assist others interested in 
taking up this work with immigrants, the report moves to discussing the “big 
opportunities” that lie ahead for the International Institute. Making recommendations for 
future work, the report first calls for the opening of International Institutes at each of the 
country’s ports of entry, followed by expansion to other cities in order to create a “net 
work [sic] of protection and opportunities.”  As these Institutes are formed, though, the 
report cautions that the work must be of high value and developed with careful study and 
trained workers (i.e. rhetorically) across the country. This method would prevent 
“superficial” programs that didn’t successfully meet immigrants’ needs, a troubling trend 
the report identifies, from further forming. Finally, the report requests that the National 
Board of the YWCA seek to use the knowledge that has been gained and the possibilities 
for growth that have been identified to be a leader in the area of immigrant women’s 






contribution towards America’s growing problem of immigration.” This was a challenge 
that was to be eagerly accepted in the coming years.  
 
4.4 Analysis of First Responses to Immigrant Women’s Needs 
These first actions of YWCA leaders in developing a response to the problems facing 
immigrant women reveal a clearly distinguishable, though still nascent, pragmatist 
feminist philosophy regarding the administration of the International Institute’s programs 
for second language teaching. The most distinguishable characteristics of their 
administrative philosophy included research-based program design grounded in 
experimentation and reflection. 
 
4.4.1 Experiment-Driven Program Design 
From its very first efforts to understand the issues immigrant women faced when settling 
in the United States, the YWCA followed an experiment-driven approach to needs 
analysis and program development. Although other organizations, including the YMCA, 
were already tackling the task of immigrant education by this time, Barnes, Bremer, and 
other YWCA leaders recognized that applying a ready-made educational program to a 
new population was unlikely to lead to success. Without a custom-built approach to 
educating women immigrants, the unique needs and differences of women would be 
ignored, and their programs would continue to fail women, their target audience, as these 
other approaches had done. Instead, the YWCA spent time which could have been used 
for instruction to conduct field research, gathering the opinions of many community 






on interviews with community members and leaders and correspondence with other 
organizations doing work with immigrants and by conducting small-scale teaching 
experiments for a short duration, the YWCA’s leaders were able to identify through 
reflection the keys to successfully reaching potential students, motivating them to attend 
class consistently, and providing valuable learning opportunities which prompted further 
programmatic growth. 
After this initial stage of gathering information, the YWCA then moved on the 
task of piloting programs at its International Institute in New York City before rolling out 
an approach that could be implemented across the country. Again using a process of 
research and reflection to determine effective educational content and techniques, YWCA 
leaders sought empirical grounding for their programs. By using small groups of various 
nationalities to test spaces, times, and curricula of English language education classes, 
YWCA administrators were able to learn valuable lessons about how they could 
effectively reach the largest number of women, and, learning from the failings of their 
own and outside ESL courses of this time, how to retain women. They were also able to 
observe how women of different nationalities responded to various aspects of the 
courses’ administration and content, helping to embed the value of plurality in the very 
design of the International Institutes’ work. Assessing the strengths and weaknesses of 
each educational endeavor, the YWCA then incorporated their evidence-based best 
practices into future educational efforts that could be implemented in other cities after 
appropriate study.  
This systematic, evidence-based approach not only ensured the programs’ 






as the basis for all major decisions, the YWCA was able to cultivate a competent, 
credible ethos in respect to their programs. This image was developed intentionally, as 
the International Institute’s leaders understood that perceptions and experiences of the 
women they served regarding the Institute’s goals or interests’ would ultimately 
determine the YWCA’s ability to be successful. Administrators recognized that any 
educational outreach efforts that were disorganized or unprofessional would drive away 
students and tarnish the YWCA’s reputation, thus inhibiting their chances of continuing 
their efforts and reaching future students. Through this approach, the YWCA’s programs 
for immigrant women were able to grow and thrive across the country. 
 
4.5 Growth and Professionalization of the International Institute 
The year 1912 brought with it rapid developments in the YWCA’s International Institute 
initiative. A change in administration in June of 1912 placed Bremer onto the National 
Board of the YWCA; the position of General Secretary of the New York City 
International Institute was then filled by Edith Jardine. Bremer’s monthly reports in her 
new position reveal that the strategy for immigrant work developed in New York City 
was beginning to be adopted by other Associations across the United States, and this 
expansion made further study and experimentation into effective practices for working 
with immigrants even more necessary. Though Bremer conceded that “the Institute itself 
is no longer an experiment,” she insisted that the programming of the Institute still was, 
and so made efforts to further study methods for effectively reaching immigrant women, 
teaching them English, and drawing them into closer association with the YWCA overall 






Reporting on her research of language teaching that was already occurring at 
various YWCA’s around the country without assistance from the National Board, Bremer 
finds in her 1913 year-end report that the scope of this work was in many instances very 
limited. At this time, only, 57 YWCA branches were interacting with immigrant women, 
and these saw instruction in basic language skills as their “first and only obligation” to 
immigrant women (Bremer “The Year 1913”). Also of interest to Bremer were the 
attitudes these Associations held toward their classes: “In not one single instance did the 
Association think that the work was vital” (Bremer “The Year 1913”).  
Despite some local Associations’ resistance to comprehensive outreach to 
immigrant women, the work of the next several years consisted in part of building a 
broader, stronger infrastructure to support the continually growing need to assist 
immigrant women. Using the model of the New York City International Institute, which 
still remained a testing ground, International Institutes began to open in other cities where 
immigrants were settled, starting in September of 1911 with the founding of the 
International Institute of Trenton (Bremer “Biennium 1911-1912”). By the beginning of 
1913, a number of other cities had approached Bremer for assistance with establishing 
International Institutes: Philadelphia; Baltimore; Lowell, MA; Brooklyn; Binghamton, 
NY; Albany; Lawrence, MA; Cedar Rapids; Seattle; and San Francisco, respectively. 
Before work could officially begin in any of these cities, several steps needed to be taken. 
These included a recognition of the necessity for work with immigrants, a sufficient study 
of immigrants and their needs, and the allocation of an adequate budget for meeting those 






Around this time Bremer and those working for the International Institute 
movement came to strongly embrace the value of pluralism in the development of their 
programs. Realizing that immigrant women were not a homogenous group, Bremer called 
for program administrators to pay close attention to whom they were serving in order to 
design appropriate approaches to outreach and education.  According to Bremer, 
immigrant women could be classified as two types: those capable of taking initiative to 
participate in YWCA programs and those who were not. Although this dichotomous 
characterization may seem limiting at best or derogatory at worst from a contemporary 
standpoint, Bremer based her classification on her experiences researching and working 
with immigrant women. In her 1911-1912 report, Bremer writes that the former group 
consists primarily of women from earlier waves of immigration, from northern European 
countries such as Germany, Scandinavia, England, Scotland, Ireland, and France. The 
latter group, coming from Southern and Eastern Europe, were unlikely to join in with 
Association activities for several reasons, most significant being their isolation within 
immigrant colonies. When news of the YWCA’s work was able to reach these women, 
the YWCA then faced “a mighty barrier of prejudice, ignorance and suspicion” 
(“Biennium 1911-1912”). Work with this group required “special equipment, special 
foreign speaking workers and an entirely new adaptation of methods” than those which 
had been employed for the former group.  
Visits across the country during the year 1913 as part of a “general intelligence 
campaign” (Bremer “The Year 1913”) helped to further expand Bremer’s understanding 
of the diversity of non-native English speaking immigrant women that the YWCA was in 






immigrant women from Europe entering the United States through ports on the East 
Coast, increases in immigration from other parts of the world soon caught Bremer’s eye. 
During her visit to Los Angeles, Bremer noted the urgency of formalized immigrant work 
in this city, which saw growth of immigrants not only from Europe but also from China, 
Japan, and Mexico (“March 25, 1914”).  This need for immigrant outreach and education 
on the West Coast meant that the International Institute movement would become a truly 
national effort, stretching from one side of the country to another and touching 
immigrants’ lives in many places in between.  
Even with this great need for immigrant education demonstrated by their 
investigations, the reliance of the Institute’s administrators on pragmatist feminist 
principles caused them to remain deliberately selective in their work of program 
construction. Though most any city along the East Coast could make the case that is was 
in need of the International Institutes’ programs, the administrators were insistent that 
immigration work begin from the bottom up, as a response to the demonstrated needs and 
desires of a city rather than from the top down, as response to administrative ambition. In 
her December 1913 report, Bremer remarks on the Institute’s decision to work selectively 
only with cities that reached out to her for guidance: 
we have constantly refused to publish the “how” of sound immigration work to 
the Associations at large and have not taken the initiative in any place…. We 
were determined that there should be nothing experimental about the sort of work 
Associations are to be taught to do. Nothing but time would prove if the principles 
upon which the first International Institute was built were absolutely sound. 
(“December 10, 1913”) 
 
Through this commentary, Bremer reveals the underlying administrative philosophy 
under which she and the International Institutes were operating. First, by determining that 






first on an established need articulated by a local Association, Bremer ensured that the 
Institute’s work would only take place on the basis of an embodied need (in contrast, 
perhaps, to a theoretical or ideological need.   
Second, Associations which articulated such a need must be interested in and 
committed to its work, desiring to build a program suited to the needs of the particular 
immigrants in a particular location, rather than one that consisted only of generalized 
ideas abstracted from previous work. Finally, Bremer reveals her strong belief in the 
method of empirical observation and experimentation as well as process, notable 
characteristics of pragmatist philosophy. Bremer believed that the only way to determine 
the validity of the Institutes’ programs was through observing and reflecting upon the 
effects of the Institutes already established, and it made little sense to her to replicate a 
system that could not be confirmed to be effective. Bremer’s insistence on this approach 
to the International Institute’s work also illustrates the movement’s feminist 
commitments. The choices to work so experimentally were not implemented out of 
compulsion to adhere to a detached epistemology, but rather were implemented on her 
desire to provide effective programs that could truly benefit the women they served.  
In time, Bremer and the other administrators of the International Institutes 
received the confirmation they desired, and Institutes began to spring up in cities across 
the country. The 1915 Annual Report notes that 114 Associations were “trying to do 
something” for immigrant women in their community; however, this work is described as 
“‘smattering’ and not constructive.” Based on their previous work, the solution to this 
issue was straightforward, though surely not simple: “All they need, however, is visiting 






Validated by past experience, the YWCA had developed a tested-method of immigration 




In this chapter, I analyzed the early work of the administrators involved in the creation of 
the YWCA’s International Institute movement. I demonstrated how the founders of the 
movement constructed the program through the use of an implicit pragmatist feminism, 
which helped them build education programs that were designed to meet the needs of 
women immigrants who would otherwise be excluded from educational efforts. Crucial 
to this process was a deliberate, selective attitude toward program construction, which 
only proceeded on the basis of experimentation, experience, and reflection on earlier 
initiatives. Further, administrators built their program with thorough attention to the 
needs of the women they sought to serve, seeking to understand the unique needs and 
backgrounds of their prospective students. As a result of their embodied feminist, 
rhetorical administrative practices that incorporated local needs into the construction of 
their rhetorical education program, the International Institute movement was able to 
flourish, bringing coordinated, effective opportunities for rhetorical education based on 
the needs immigrant women across the country for the first time.  
In the following chapter, I will turn to the pedagogy of the International Institute 
movement, exploring how this facet of the movement’s work, too, was shaped by its 










As the International Institute movement developed and spread, administrators used their 
feminist rhetorical administrative approach not only in the construction of the program 
but also in their curricular and pedagogical development. In this chapter, I characterize 
the underlying foundation of the International Institute’s rhetorical education work as 
feminist. To do so, I first describe several concepts of feminist pedagogy including a 
focus on the values of student-centered teaching, reciprocity, and social transformation. I 
then turn to archival documents and historical texts, illustrating how the curricular and 
pedagogical approaches that the International Institute movement’s administrators 
employed in their work embodied feminist pedagogical principles. Through the 
construction of this history, I offer contemporary administrators and instructors working 
in rhetorical education a model of feminist administrative practices that responded to the 
unique needs of their students within a specific cultural, political, and social location. 
 
5.2 Elements of Feminist Pedagogy 
Feminist pedagogy can be defined as “a particular philosophy and set of practices for 
classroom-based teaching that is informed by feminist theory and grounded in the 
principles of feminism” (Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona 1). While the pedagogical 






my analysis in this chapter will show), scholars’ naming of such practices as feminist 
emerged as a response to the women’s movement of the 1970s and with the proliferation 
of Women’s Studies courses in the 1980s (Jarratt 113; Siebler 14). In this section, I 
highlight three of the many the philosophically-grounded practices that can be said to 
characterize feminist pedagogy based on contemporary understandings of feminist 
approaches to teaching, especially as they are understood in the field of composition 
studies, a field highly invested in rhetorical education. These characteristics are holistic 
student-centered education, reciprocity, and social transformation, all rooted primarily in 
the concern of gender. Returning to my historical analysis, I will then connect these 
characteristics to the pedagogical practices of the International Institute movement, 
showing how the Institutes’ administrators employed a feminist pedagogical approach to 
their work of educating women immigrants.  
One of the most visible aspects of feminist pedagogy is that it is student-centered. 
While the same thing can be said of many contemporary pedagogical approaches, 
feminist pedagogues enact this ideal by first taking care to develop a deep understanding 
of students, specifically in terms of gender. They look at “each writer and community 
individually,” and avoid “making assumptions about classrooms, students, and student 
locations and perspectives” (Siebler 70). One way feminist pedagogy takes careful 
consideration of its students is through an ethic of care (Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona 4) 
which sees students’ intellectual development as one aspect of their overall development. 
As Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona argue, “Feminist teachers demonstrate sincere concern for 
their students as people and as learners and communicate this care through treating 






personal lives, and guiding students through the process of personal growth that 
accompanies their intellectual development” (4-5). In terms of classroom practices, this 
ethic of care can manifest itself in a multitude of ways. Siebler particularly points to the 
practices of “engaging students in active learning” (60) “giving students choice in the 
curriculum and work they do” (65) and “bringing joy and fun into the classroom” (67) as 
three strategies that manifest this philosophy. Whatever approaches are used, feminist 
pedagogies strive to ensure that the material to be learned in a class is not presented in a 
scholarly vacuum, but rather considered in light of its larger implications for students in 
their everyday lives. For this to occur, teachers must be experts not only in course 
material but must also seek awareness in the physical, economic, political, and social 
contexts in which their students live as much as possible. In addition, teachers recognize 
that course content is only one aspect of students’ lives, and placing disproportionate 
emphasis on it at the expense of the other areas of students’ lives is harmful to students’ 
overall development.  
With this amplified focus on the student in relation to the course material comes a 
change to the traditional authority structures that accompany education. Rather than 
looking at the classroom as the site of top-down transmittal of knowledge from teacher to 
students, feminist pedagogy operates with “nonhierarchical relationships among teachers 
and students and reflexivity about power relations” (Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona 5). This 
more equitable positioning of teacher and students not only challenges traditional power 
structures in education by allotting more authority to students, but also traditional sources 
of knowledge. Here, authority is shifted “from teacher to student, and students “learn to 






emphasizes the epistemological validity of personal experience” by considering 
“personal, communal, and subjective ways of knowing as valid forms of inquiry and 
knowledge production” (Crabtree, Sapp, and Licona 4). Collaborative practices are 
welcome in the feminist classroom (Micciche 133). Feminist pedagogy privileges 
students’ voices and experiences into the process of educating not only other students but 
the teacher as well.  
Finally, one important goal of feminist education is transformation, or 
encouraging students to turn knowledge into action. At one level, this transformation can 
be personal. Shrewsbury, for example, writes of “empowerment” as a central focus of 
feminist pedagogy. Viewing power as “energy” that can and should be distributed widely, 
as it is “as a way to maintain a sense of self and as a way to accomplish ends” (168). To 
promote students’ empowerment, feminist pedagogies employ practices that: 
1) enhance the students' opportunities and abilities to develop their thinking about 
the goals and objectives they wish and need to accomplish individually and 
collectively, 2) develop the students' independence (from formal instructors) as 
learners, 3) enhance the stake that everyone has in the success of a course and 
thereby make clear the responsibility of all members of the class for the learning 
of all, 4) develop skills of planning, negotiating, evaluating, and decision making, 
5) reinforce or enhance the self-esteem of class members by the implicit 
recognition that they are sufficiently competent to play a role in course 
development and are able to be change agents. (Shrewsbury 168-169).  
 
In addition to a focus on women’s empowerment in an inward sense, “feminist pedagogy 
seeks not only to enhance students’ conceptual learning but also to promote 
consciousness-raising, personal growth, and social responsibility” (Crabtree, Sapp, and 
Licona 6).  Through the critical examination of social structures and cultural conditions, 
feminist pedagogy is fundamentally based upon the idea that “pedagogy has the potential, 






Consequently, feminist pedagogies contribute toward the creation of a more equitable 
society, most particularly in the area of gender, but also in terms of race and class-based 
inequalities.  
As we seek to learn more about the International Institute’s education programs, 
we find that, as with many historical programs, there is no administrative manifesto 
describing the Institute’s values or articulating their relation to the programs they created, 
there are no outcomes statements carefully crafted and approved by committees of 
administrators, and there are no teaching philosophies developed by instructors that 
describe their approaches to pedagogy. Nevertheless, we can analyze the surviving 
archival and historical documents developed by the Institute’s administrators in order to 
understand what values guided their work. Examining documents developed during the 
span of the movement, however, demonstrates that administrators grounded their 
educational programs in feminist values that aligned with the administration’s broader 
feminist rhetorical approach to working with immigrant women. In the following section, 
I will begin tracing these feminist values, looking at how administrators positioned their 
students and themselves in relationship to students.  
 
5.3 Feminist Pedagogies in the International Institute Movement 
5.3.1 Holistic, Student-Centered Education 
The first step in employing student-centered pedagogy is recognizing one’s students. As 
we saw in Chapter 3, many top-down programs dehumanized immigrants, constructing 
them as commodities to be shaped and formed according to the ideals of various 






different approach. In examining the administrative documents of this movement, we can 
learn more about how they viewed their students.  
In “Matters of Administration,” which is Chapter 4 of The Teaching of English 
and the Foreign Born Woman, Minnie May Newman makes a seemingly innocuous 
claim: “Even in administration the human being to be taught may be the determining 
factor” (36). However, this statement, which is discretely tucked within a discussion of 
course scheduling and attendance tracking aimed at those who would be administering 
English language classes, is highly significant. It articulates one of the central values of 
the educational work that had developed in the ten years since the YWCA’s initial 
investigation of the conditions of women—that the humanity of their students was central 
to the decisions the International Institute made in regard to education. As Newman 
brings up the idea of humanization in teaching several times within this chapter in regard 
to various topics such as classroom furniture and the use of volunteers in English classes, 
we can see that she privileges the woman, her background, and her material needs as 
guiding factors in the pedagogical decision-making process.  
Speaking of the International Institute’s practice of employing staff members who 
themselves were immigrants or who could speak the target languages of students 
(described in more detail in Chapter 4), an unattributed document, dated December 4, 
1919, describes in more detail the YWCA’s philosophy toward students that necessitated 
such an approach:   
The Y.W.C.A. Foreign Born Work is based on the necessity for a sympathetic  
knowledge of foreign folks’ hearts and minds, so that we may understand their  
prejudices, longings and customs. We believe that through leadership of their own 






strange new country and its ideals can be interpreted so that foreign women shall 
actually be at home in the United States. (December 4, 1919) 
 
In this passage, we see that the YWCA claims the “hearts and minds” of immigrants as a 
central component of their work. By acknowledging these two aspects of immigrants, the 
author(s) of this document first designate immigrants as humans, a move (discussed in 
Chapter 3) that sets the Institute’s work apart from the top-down programs that reified 
immigrants, viewing them in terms of their cultural or economic value as citizens or 
workers. By constructing immigrants primarily as humans, with ownership over their 
language and culture, this document also places responsibility on those who wish to work 
with immigrants to understand them as they are and to present ideas to them in a way 
they could understand. The key to putting such a philosophy into practice was to take 
concrete steps to understand the women who would be their students.  
 
5.3.2 Understanding Students 
In addition to employing women workers who were personally familiar with the 
backgrounds of the immigrant populations they served and women’s “hearts and minds,” 
the International Institutes made great efforts to formally study and disseminate 
knowledge about these groups so that all who worked for the International Institute 
movement would be able to cultivate a deeper understanding of the women with whom 
they worked. 
An undated document entitled “A First Study Course in the Backgrounds of 
Immigrant Women in America” exemplifies how the International Institutes enacted their 
belief in the importance of understanding students’ backgrounds. The document, which is 






asserts that it is necessary for all workers who will be running programs for immigrant 
women or women coming from immigrant backgrounds to know something about “her 
family relation, the social, economic, educational, and religious conditions out of which 
she has come.” This type of knowledge will reveal “why approaches that succeed with 
one group fail with another,” a viewpoint that connects the International Institutes’ 
general sense that programming should be based upon the embodied experiences of the 
women who they serve. 
Keeping in line with the International Institutes’ general approach to 
development, the remainder of this document does not provide a list of facts about 
immigrants to be absorbed. Rather, it presents a heuristic for understanding the local 
population of women with whom the YWCA intends to work. For example, Section 1, 
“The Immigrant Woman in America” begins by stating that there are 5.8 million 
immigrant women from more than 40 countries in the United States. It then asks readers 
questions such as: “Do you know how many are in your community?,” “What languages 
do they speak?,” What kind of work are they doing?” The document directs readers to 
U.S. census data to help them answer these questions, rather than trying to answer them 
for readers. By not providing workers with a formula for working with women, the 
YWCA minimizes the chance of programs developing that are a-contextual and 
ultimately deny women’s individual subjectivity. This approach helps to promote YWCA 
workers’ engagement with the women they lead, helping them to create knowledge based 
on reality as they experience it in their local communities. This approach also prevents 
immigrant women from being viewed as a monolithic group, which is critical to the 






Another document, “Understanding the Immigrant: What to Know about a 
People” provides International Institutes workers with a guide for developing even deeper 
knowledge about the populations they seek to serve. Though undated, this document is 
found alongside documents from the early 1920s, suggesting that it was in use around 
this time period. “Understanding the Immigrant” encourages workers to delve deeply into 
the study of the immigrant women with whom they work. This document is divided into 
three sections, each representing an important facet of the immigrant experience: 1) the 
homeland, 2) the environment, and 3) changes. In the section on the homeland, workers 
are encouraged to go beyond a generalized knowledge of a woman’s race; rather, they 
should understand the geography of her homeland (including climate, topography, cities, 
and national products), the history of her people and country, the social and economic 
system of her homeland, and the cultures and traditions she holds. Going even further in 
depth, the next section on the current environment of immigrants encourages workers to 
develop a complete picture of the present situation in which the women with whom they 
work live. Information necessary for workers to learn in this category includes details 
about an individual’s family, including parents, siblings, family traditions, and 
socioeconomic status; local groups to which she and/or her family are connected, 
including schoolmates or rural or urban communities; institutional affiliations, such as 
churches, schools, governmental, industrial, or recreational connections; and “social 
inheritance,” such as books, art, music, religion, superstitions, and fears. Finally, this 
document encourages International Institute workers to understand immigrants as a 
dynamic group by drawing attention to changes in the experience of immigrant life in 






the personal. For example, the document notes the changing political interests of many 
Hungarian immigrants “Hungarians in America are experiencing a keen and broad spread 
interest in the old country’s fate since the breaking up of Hungary and the resulting 
political and governmental turmoils.” “Understanding the Immigrant” goes on to discuss 
the way that changes in education, social and economic class, and psychology are 
impacting the immigrant experience.    
As the International Institute movement expanded, leaders looked for ways to 
bring this same emphasis on the study of immigrant women to smaller towns, where local 
YWCAs did not have the resources to build a formal International Institute. To guide 
town leaders in developing programs that adequately met the needs of the immigrant 
women in their communities, International Institute administrators developed versions of 
their guides to researching immigrants’ backgrounds and needs that fit these smaller 
contexts. One of these documents, referred to as the “Catechism for Beginners in Foreign 
Community Work in Towns,” was published by Elizabeth Hendee and Mildred Corbett in 
1922. In a letter to regional YWCA secretaries, Hendee and Corbett explain their 
document as “a tool for our use in guiding local Associations as they begin to feel their 
responsibility for the strangers in their towns.” Hendee and Corbett further justify the 
importance of this document, noting that “it is of supreme importance that no haphazard, 
amateur work” with immigrant women take place, and it is their hope that this Catechism 
“may prove to be a real factor in preventing sporadic, unscientific pieces of work from 
springing up here and there.” In all its efforts, the International Institute movement 






The Catechism helped to ensure the intentional, scientific development of 
immigrant assistance at the town level by providing information on the YWCA’s 
approach to working with immigrant women. The document begins with a question and 
answer approach to explaining the basics of how the YWCA has approached this “foreign 
community work” to date. It describes how International Institutes are comprised of a 
center located outside the regular YWCA headquarters and a separate staff of both 
American women and “nationality workers” who speak the languages of the women they 
intend to serve. These nationality workers play a crucial role in the work of the 
International Institute by interacting with immigrant women in a number of capacities, 
and the Catechism describes the varied work that they should do: “Organize clubs, 
classes and entertainment, visit the homes of foreign-born people, do work for new 
arrivals, interpret and translate for all nationalities, organize and teach English classes, do 
case work and aim in every way to establish mutual understanding and sympathy 
between native and foreign-born.” This excerpt reveals the depth of involvement in 
students’ lives that characterized the International Institute movement, and it makes clear 
that educational aspects of work with the immigrant woman needed to take place in the 
context of deep understanding of her life.  
Through initiating contact with the immigrant women they hoped to serve, 
extensive study of immigrant populations, and the employment of immigrant women 
themselves in efforts to reach ethnic communities, YWCA administrators built 
customized programs of rhetorical education that were designed to give women 







5.3.3 Holistic Approach to Education: Mental, Social, Physical, Spiritual 
With a strong understanding of immigrant women’s backgrounds and the ability to 
interact with them in their own communities, the International Institutes were able to 
develop a holistic approach to educating immigrant women. That is, their rhetorical 
education programs aimed at literacy acquisition were developed alongside educational, 
social, and vocational programs designed to improve every aspect of the immigrant 
woman’s experience. In this section I outline some of these efforts that were unique to the 
YWCA, as comparable English language education programs taking place in other 
settings did not include such opportunities. 
A 1920 report on the Association’s work with immigrant women entitled 
“Foreign Born Women and Girls,” makes clear the International Institutes’ commitment 
to total-self education. The first subsection of Section II of the document, “Principles 
Dominating All Foreign-Born Work,” begins by asserting one of these guiding beliefs: 
“All Women Essentially The Same.” Here, the report articulates one of the key 
underlying feminist principles that ungirded all of the YWCA’s work with immigrant 
women: the “Women, young or older, of other races, other countries, are intrinsically the 
same sort of beings as are the women born in our own land” (11-12). Although later 
feminisms have rejected the idea of women’s inherent sameness, this claim of the 
inherent similarity of women across races, cultures, and languages was a necessary step 
in the argument administrators of the YWCA needed to make for their comprehensive 
educational outreach. With the similarity of immigrants as a given, the International 
Institutes were able to make the case that “the Associations’ program with them and for 






Although the form of immigrant work might be different “in approach and in method,” 
there was no change in “purpose nor in kind, nor in extent” of outreach to immigrant 
populations. With this being the case, it was necessary for the International Institutes to 
offer the same range of programs for immigrant women as it would for its American 
members; it could “not offer a ‘capsule’ portion such as the teaching of English alone 
would be” (12). Rather, “an examination into the program of any Association having 
International Institute work will reveal that the physical, mental, social, and spiritual 
welfare are all there” (12). This report demonstrates, then, that the International Institutes 
were fundamentally committed to holistic education, an approach which helps distinguish 
the rhetorical education programs of the International Institute from other 
Americanization programs aimed at immigrant education.  
 
5.3.4 Positioning Their Work 
As they worked to establish methods for carrying out their work, the International 
Institute’ administrators reflected on the approach they took to their educational work in 
comparison to other programs. In the 1920 report described above, the author(s) use the 
metaphor of making clothing to describe the YWCA’s approach to this work:  
In the old country, clothing was made from the same materials we use over here. 
But it was cut differently and the completed costume was a totally different 
creation…. Therefore our methods for giving education for work, for culture, for 
health or for character, are adapted, are re-cut from the American plan so that they 
shall take into account the feelings and prejudices and the social ideas of each 
separate nationality of people. In other words, Associations have now cut the 
frock to fit the child, whereas at an earlier period many were engaged in attempts 
to persuade the child to come and fit the frock. (12)  
 
Through this imagery, the report demonstrates the way in which the International 






Though their use of “child” here seems contradictory, administrators’ goal was that their 
educational programs would be useful to and appropriate for each aspect of their 
students’ new lives while also being respectful and considerate of their past and present 
social and cultural conditions.  
Speaking of these efforts, it’s important to note that, at least for a period of time, 
the YWCA was resistant to the term “Americanization” to describe this work. In this 
same report, the authors explain their decision to purposefully avoid the use of the term. 
The authors state that “(1) The Association began their work among young women and 
girls from other countries six years before this word was coined; (2) Associations will be 
doing their work for the mental, social, physical, spiritual development of women of 
foreign birth many, many years after the wave has passed.” Delving deeper into their 
reasoning, the authors describe the characteristics of the typical Americanization 
program: “Patriotic education; pushing naturalization; promoting the learning and use of 
English language; teaching the reasons for our national holidays; making our great men 
and women appear as living prophets of the “Spirit of America” (21). The authors argue 
that all of these approaches can be beneficial “if done in the right spirit of tolerance and 
respect for the rights of individuals” (21). However, their description here leads to the 
conclusion that this was not always the case. Indeed, the authors lament: “Would that 
native-born could receive the same concentrated attention for the development of 
intelligent citizenship” (21). Beyond the typical Americanization work described above, 
International Institute leaders strove to pursue a unique goal with respect to the education 
of immigrant women, arguing that: “somebody, somewhere, sometime, must keep close to 






That is, the YWCA sought to approach the work of immigrant education in a way that 
took into consideration the needs, background, and capabilities of immigrant women, 
acknowledging, accepting, and preserving who they were instead of trying to re-mold 
students.  
Further critique of the term Americanization appears in the November 1920 issue 
of Association Monthly, a publication of the YWCA’s National Board for YWCA 
members across the country. This particular issue is addressed at city associations (581), 
and so it clarifies the YWCA’s official position toward the term Americanization: 
The Association does not express its interest in foreign-born people under the 
name of “Americanization,” because that word is sadly misunderstood and often 
sounds like selfish, non-enlightened nationalism, like the political oppression, 
because of which many left the old world. It is a word carelessly used by all kinds 
of agencies, commercial companies, employment agencies, propaganda by 
political parties and so on. It is not a word which can express to strangers in our 
land, strange because they do not feel at home, that we come to them in Christian 
friendliness to help them share their best and find our best. (586) 
 
The core commitment to understanding and valuing students that is expressed in these 
passages informed the many decisions administrators would make in terms of ecological 
considerations, pedagogical approaches, and teacher development. I will describe the 
Institute’s efforts in each of these areas in the following sections.  
 
5.4 Ecological Considerations 
The educational work of the International Institute movement began in 1910 and 
transformed throughout the following decades. As we examine these educational 
initiatives especially in regard to the teaching of English, it is helpful to understand the 
infrastructure of the YWCA’s education work as developed by the Institute’s 






administrators considered as they built structures for education that International 
Institutes across the country could take to their work.  
 
5.4.1 Location 
One of the first decisions administrators made regarding the set-up of English classes 
offered for immigrant women was the location of their courses and the environment in 
which they should be taught. The administrative documentation of the International 
Institutes has much to say on this topic, though discussions are scattered throughout the 
YWCA’s earlier writings, and it is not until later in the movement that we see a 
crystalized philosophy toward location articulated by International Institute 
administrators.  
One of the fundamental decisions concerning location that distinguishes the 
International Institute’s feminist orientation is their choice to conduct their work in places 
that were most accessible to immigrant women. The October 24, 1910 minutes from the 
Committee of Research and Investigation highlights the openness of the YWCA to any 
location that might be within easy reach of immigrant women: “in places rented for these 
purposes, in immigrants’ homes, in factories, etc., wherever arrangements could be 
made.” Other locations discussed throughout the archival materials include neighborhood 
schools, churches, and restaurants. Above anything, administrators wanted to ensure that 
the location of the class was easy for women to get to in terms of physical access—not 
requiring extensive travel—but also in terms of what would be acceptable given the 
social norms of the group. Many immigrant groups, for example, did not wish for women 






conditions, Institute administrators were committed to holding their education programs 
in places that would enable them to reach the largest possible number of women.  
 
5.4.2 Environment: Buildings 
As the International Institute movement developed, local Institutes found themselves 
making decisions regarding how to build facilities that were appropriate for the Institute’s 
mission. One of the more extended discussions of location is found in the minutes from 
the February 9, 1927 meeting of the Department of Immigration and Foreign 
Communities. According to this document, Elizabeth Hendee, brought to the committee’s 
attention a request from the International Institute of Akron for advice on their new 
building. This request “brought out the fact that we had nothing in writing relative to 
International Institute buildings,” and it provided the opportunity for the committee to 
formally articulate their views on this matter. Together, the committee established four 
basic guidelines for Institute buildings:  
1)  The building should not look so institutional as to make it require courage on 
the part of a foreign woman with a shawl over her head to enter it; 
 
2)   It should be in a place accessible to all foreign communities and easy to reach 
and find; 
 
3)   It should not be in the heart of one particular nationality community as the 
work would then be likely to become a settlement or neighborhood work rather 
than [a] city wide International Institute branch of the Y.W.C.A.; 
 
4)  The interior of the building should be as informal as possible without 
interfering with efficiency in work and there should be what we generally speak 
of as “foreign atmosphere.  
 
By establishing these guidelines for Institute buildings, the committee reveals 






even in the material aspects of the Institute’s work. As with many of the other 
administrative decisions regarding work with immigrant women, however, the committee 
stresses that local conditions should ultimately dictate design. These same minutes 
describe Akron’s initial approach to gathering input for the construction of their building: 
“Akron had written to many other Institutes asking for their floor plans and suggestions.” 
However, Hendee “felt that this might do more harm than good as the plans should be 
worked out according to the needs of the particular city concerned.” In response to these 
concerns, Hendee made plans to visit Akron to assist them with their plans, and the 
committee decided at this meeting to form a sub-committee dedicated to studying the 
issue of building construction in order to ensure that future buildings would “express the 
philosophy of International Institute work.”  
 
5.4.3 Classrooms 
Regarding the designs of classrooms specifically, we can also gather details of the 
YWCA’s philosophy regarding the effective design of space for meeting the needs of its 
female immigrant students. Touching on this topic in an article published in the 1916 
edition of “The Immigrants in America Review10,” Edith Terry Bremer notes that the 
strength of the International Institute movement is its ability to draw women into its 
classes  
who know nothing about public schools, who would have not gone to the 
“children’s schools” and sat in “children’s seats,” if they had known, or who were 
too timid to go to institutions where men also go, or who are too little used to 
school work of any sort to be able to learn from the impersonal teaching and 








From Bremer’s commentary here, we see that the YWCA had a deep understanding of 
how material aspects of learning environments, such as the location and set-up of 
classrooms and classes could affect students’ enrollment, attendance, and, as a result, 
educational achievement.  Of particular concern to her are the way the physical location 
and design of schools equates grown women to children and the intimidation caused by 
co-educational classes and formal American schooling methods. Bremer recognizes each 
of these problems as damaging to women’s self-esteem and she understands that 
education which does not consider the emotional state of students has the potential to 
harm students.  
Given the importance of the environment in which English classes took place, 
YWCA administrators worked to ensure their classrooms were attractive to the women 
they sought to serve. Newman goes into more detail on this topic in The Teaching of 
English and the Foreign-Born Woman. She writes:  
The administrator must take into careful consideration the appearance and 
furnishing of meeting places for adult instruction. An interesting item is 
connection with women’s classes in International Institutes over the country is the 
steady stream of inquiry from men who want to know if they can’t have classes 
like those of their wives. In addition to the humanized teaching they are no doubt 
attracted by the idea of having, at the end of the day’s work, lessons in a restful 
looking room rather than in a stern business-like place or a children’s schoolroom. 
The humanizing of teaching both men and women lies largely in the furniture. 
(37)  
 
Supplementing this description is a photograph of the type of classroom (Figure 5.1), of 









5.4.4 Relationship to Other Institutions 
One of the guiding principles of the YWCA’s work with immigrants from its beginning 
was that their work should not overlap with work being done for immigrant women by 
other agencies or organizations. The content of the Barnes report (described in Chapter 3) 
reveals this belief, demonstrating that they YWCA was careful not only to assess 
immigrant women’s needs but also to ascertain what other agencies were doing work 
with immigrant women in order to determine what t the YWCA could contribute. As a 
result of this belief, one of the goals of administrators was to coordinate their services so 
that they augmented, rather than replaced, the work done by other organizations. We see 
this idea articulated by Bremer in her 1916 “Foreign Community and Immigration 
Work,” where she directly states: “It is the aim of the International Institute work to 
Figure 5.1 An example of an ideal classroom for educating immigrant women, as described 






direct girls and women into public agencies whenever possible” (79). This approach 
remained true for social services as well as for educational work.  
In terms of coordinating education, the YWCA worked to provide education for 
immigrant women through many means, such as classes run by the government or private 
groups when the educational approach used aligned with the values held by the 
International Institute or when an outside class was able to fill in a hole in the services an 
International Institute was able to provide. For example, we see that the YWCA 
embraced the English classes offered by local public schools in the archival documents of 
the International Institute of Boston. In the Condensed Report for December 1924, 
Executive Secretary Georgia Ely reports that the Institute is holding four English classes 
on a regular basis— “Three kitchen or home classes and one in the Armenian church.” 
Speaking of these classes, she notes that these courses are “too small yet in numbers to be 
handed over to the public schools,” a statement which indicates this practice of building 
classes and eventually transferring them to the city was a common for this International 
Institute. In the following month’s report from January 1925, we see the Boston 
International Institute seeking to further coordinate with the public school educators. 
Here, Ely discusses the hiring of Mrs. Doris Bullock, “who will have, among other 
things, as her special interest the development of classes in English, recruiting and 
working out a plan of co-operation with the Board of Education.” This openness to 
sharing the responsibility for education is evident in other locations as well. For example, 
a 1929 report by Dema M. Chayer entitled “A Study in Adult Immigrant Education” 
writes generally of the cooperation of International Institutes with public schools across 






offered their own English classes for immigrant women, but all of the Institutes worked 
in some way to support immigrants’ attendance at public school classes. These support 
efforts included work such as recruiting women for afternoon and evening classes, 
assisting students and teachers as translators, and following up with absent students.  
Even though the YWCA was open to the opportunity of outsourcing English 
language classes for women, the International Institutes, according to Bremer, found that 
the goal of directing women to other agencies’ services was often “more a principle than 
a reality” (“Foreign Community” 79). In terms of education, International Institutes still 
provided their own language classes when a suitable educational option was not available 
to women in the community. This suitability could range from the simple availability of 
classes, whether these classes were open to women, whether women were able to attend, 
either physically, materially, or socially, and whether the approach taken to education 
met the International Institute’s beliefs about effective teaching. In many cases, YWCA 
administrators found that classes run by outside organizations failed to appropriately 
meet the needs of their immigrant students. Two examples, more than ten years apart, 
point to the failure of many courses in English for immigrants to effectively teach them. 
Again looking to Bremer’s 1916 article “Foreign Community and Immigration Work,” on 
YWCAs’ involvement in foreign communities, we see that the problems of the English 
language courses offered through the government-sponsored means: “Public agencies in 
which we try to place them are not ready to supply their needs. Public schools especially, 
it seems, are planned to meet the needs of men and appear to ignore the fact that they fail 
to meet those of women. They seem to take for granted that the systems are all right and 






in a speech from the 1927 National Conference of International Institutes, Mrs. Clark, the 
former Chair of Education for the St. Louis International Institute, echoes the fact that 
many approaches to the education of non-native English speaking adults that are found to 
be problematic. One of these approaches is the use of memorization in adult-level classes. 
Clark writes:  
My experience in teaching adults is that an entirely disproportionate amount of 
time and energy is spent on drilling for memory. In fact, rote memory is all the 
can be depended on when where drill is used. Rote memory is worth while for 
children; they have no sense of haste, nor need of it…Next to money, however, 
the adult immigrant is likely to lack time most, and consequently the most 
economical devices must be used. (39) 
 
Beyond critiquing this method in terms of its failure as an expedient method of 
instruction, Clark goes on to explain how this method actually hinders the student’s 
ability to progress in language acquisition: “Language is not the sum of its parts. Words, 
sentences, phrases, clauses, idioms, maxims, if drilled in the mind do not come out as 
thoughts, when delivery is called for, but as maxims, idioms, clauses, phrases, words, and 
sentences, in the same clothes as they entered…Language learning is not a Houdini-like 
process, nor a manufacturing process like making steel out of pig iron, nor similar to the 
assembling of a Ford” (40). Here, we see that Clark’s critique insinuates the lack of 
thoughtful, student-centered approaches to the teaching of English in some external 
courses.  
Beyond pedagogy, the YWCA also looked to the ideological position of various 
groups invested in working with immigrant women to determine whether to align their 
courses with the. For example, the Research and Investigation Committee describes in 
their December 14, 1910 report their consideration of alliance with the Women’s Trade 






unionization of workers. According to the report, the League had approached Bremer to 
request that the YWCA incorporate lessons on trade unions as part of their curriculum. 
These lessons would be co-developed with Barnes, who was also a member of the 
League’s Education Committee, and the League was willing to provide its own 
instructors or use YWCA instructors. The Committee carefully debated this proposition, 
seeking to discern the effects of such an alliance on women as well as its impact on the 
YWCA’s future work:  
Would this be purely educational work? Would a definite form of cooperation 
with an organization like the Women’s Trade Union League establish a precedent 
for like cooperation with other movements? Would it be wiser to have an informal 
cooperation through our teaching general principles for help and betterment? We 
want those principles brought before girls who work; how can we do it and not 
hinder our own work? Does not this whole subject ultimately resolve itself into 
the question of the province of the Young Women’s Christian Association? The 
essential difference lies in our purpose and our definite purpose is the 
development of character in all girls. 
 
Ultimately, the Committee decided not to align itself with the League, determining that 
the YWCA should not commit to the “propagation of any such propaganda” at the risk of 
jeopardizing any potential students.  
Constructing a location for its courses designed to meet the needs of immigrant 
women, the YWCA was able to fill in needs not met through other agencies. Through 
their ecological approach, administrators deeply considered their students’ needs and 
backgrounds, paying particular attention to location, relationality, and the material 
aspects of their educational work. As a result, administrators took an implicit feminist 
approach to the teaching of English; they were able to make decisions based on an ethic 






with them to the International Institutes. In the following section, I go into more detail 
about the methods YWCA educators took to develop such programs.  
 
5.5 Pedagogical Approaches  
As we examine the pedagogical approaches of the International Institute movement, we 
can divide its work into several categories. These include: language of instruction, 
curriculum and materials development, and educational methods. In each of these areas, 
we can see how feminist views influenced administrators’ decisions as they constructed 
their education programs. 
 
5.5.1 Language of Instruction 
As we saw in Chapter 3, the language of instruction for immigrant education was widely 
debated during the Americanization Era. From its initial efforts, the International Institute 
chose to incorporate immigrants’ native languages into its outreach to immigrants, which 
included the use of immigrant languages in the classroom. Although this policy seems to 
have developed as a natural consequence of the rhetorical approach that administrators 
initially took to studying and working with immigrants, leaders in the movement 
eventually became conscious of the national debate on the use of immigrant languages 
versus English as the language of instruction.  
In her 1916 article, Bremer addresses the issue of using immigrants’ native 
languages in educational work with them at length. She writes: 
in spite of the well-known fact that a language, as a language, can be acquired 
more quickly with a teacher who speaks no word of anything but the new 
language to be taught—always wherever possible Institute teachers for beginners 






who speaks only the language she is to teach presupposed not only in the pupils 
confidence in their capacity to learn but a determination to ride down the tricky 
and illusive English language, come what may! But when a teacher’s primary task 
is to inculcate her pupils with a belief in themselves,--if she cannot meet their 
minds and interests through their own channels, no matter how beautiful a linguist 
she may be or how perfect her pedagogy, she is helpless. She has no bridge, no 
boats, no wires, not even signals with which to get her pupils waiting doubtfully 
on the far shore of an unknown speech. I have in mind a pathetic sort of note sent 
by a group of twenty Greek young women to their teacher in a big city night 
school. The Greeks were not illiterate, either, all having been to good schools in 
Greece. “We do not wish to hurt your feelings” they said, “because we know you 
have worked very hard to teach us, and appreciate your fine intentions. But we 
cannot understand what you say to us and we cannot ask you questions to find 
out. If you could speak our language to us we could learn well from you.” 
(“Foreign Community” 81)  
 
From this passage, we can get a clear picture of the YWCA’s philosophy of native 
language, rather than target language, use in the English classroom. Although Bremer 
acknowledges the common belief in English-only instruction as a more expedient 
approach to language acquisition, she compellingly argues that, from the perspective of 
students, the use of English alone risks alienating students who, though they may desire 
to learn English, lack the confidence or ability (given their status as immigrant-workers 
rather than full-time students) to acquire English through such a method. Providing the 
example of the Greek women’s request as evidence, Bremer argues that the students’ 
desires should play a role in the pedagogical choices teachers make.  
 Though they had a commitment to their approach to using immigrants’ languages 
in interacting with and educating their students, administrators of the International 
Institute still worked to remain abreast of scholarly conversations on education methods. 
One example of this interest can be seen in the March 14, 1921 minutes of the Committee 
on Work for Foreign Born Women, which reports on Minnie May Newman’s interactions 






immigrant education, Newman explains how, at the NEA’s 1919 convention, the 
organization had spoken strongly against the use of bi-lingual teachers and languages 
other than English in the education of immigrants. At the 1920 convention, Newman 
notes that there was little discussion specifically of the appropriate use of English versus 
other languages in teaching, but there was a strong consensus that “‘the lack of 
cooperation on the part of agencies who had already been doing this thing’” (2) was 
highly problematic—a statement indicting the work of organizations such as the YWCA. 
In the following months the NEA formally voted that “all work, no matter by what 
agency it is to be done, should be done under the direction of the Public Schools” (3). 
From this account, we see strong opposition to the methods embraced by the YWCA and 
the efforts of some educators to attempt to stop organizations like the International 
Institute from providing education that didn’t align with the NEA’s views (although, in 
reality, they didn’t have the political authority to execute their beliefs). Despite this 
opposition, however, YWCA administrators and educators remained firmly committed to 
their approach because of their beliefs in, and evidence-based success of, the value it held 
for students.  
An undated publication (likely from the mid to late 1920s) touches further on the 
International Institute’s beliefs toward the use of English in working with immigrant 
women. Speaking generally of the functions of International Institutes, the pamphlet 
“Immigration and Foreign Community Work of the Young Women’s Christian 
Associations” talks also about how the use of native languages can actually speed up the 
process of immigrants’ transition into American life. Under the subheading “Purposes of 






upon the belief that people may think the same thoughts in all languages, and that 
adjustment to a new country need not wait for the slow and difficult acquiring of a new 
language.” Describing the work of nationality secretaries (the formal title of visitors, who 
are described in more depth in Chapter 4), the document argues that “The nationality 
secretary opens the doors of America to the newcomer through the medium of the mother 
tongue. She can begin to help in the process of adjustment on the day the immigrant 
arrives” (3). These excerpts illustrate the YWCA’s unique belief that Americanization, as 
a process, did not hinge upon one’s commitment to and use of the English language. 
Rather, administrators believed that the process of transitioning to life in America would 
actually be assisted, not hindered, through the use of languages other than English. 
Again, this view indicates the YWCA’s underlying philosophy of education that focuses 
on deeply understanding students so that they could meet women where they were.   
 
5.5.2 Curriculum and Materials Development 
Just as the decision to use immigrants’ native languages as a vehicle of instruction was 
made in consideration of students’ own backgrounds and needs, we see the administrative 
choices made by Institute leaders regarding curriculum and materials development 
similarly followed a feminist, rhetorical approach.  
For example, in describing preparations for the first English classes to take place 
under the auspices of the YWCA, the December 10, 1910 report by Mary L.C. Barnes, 
the primary author on the Barnes report and the Chair of the Research and Investigation 
Committee describes how student needs were influential in even the smallest of the 






Speaking of the materials that she had written, The Early Stories in English for New 
Students of English and Later Stories in English for New Students of English, Barnes 
notes that the Committee carefully selected even the typesetting of these materials in 
order to accommodate users:  
Believing that in teaching English to our immigrant sisters in their evening hours 
when they are weary with the work of the day and must use such a degree of light 
as is available,…we have been exacting in every detail of the mechanical 
production of lessons. The type used is not newspaper type nor ordinary book or 
advertising type, but one more clear and simple than either as will be seen by 
comparison and more expensive than the ordinary as all extraordinary goods are 
more expensive than the ordinary. 
 
These careful choices made in the typesetting of these materials illustrate one aspect of 
the YWCA’s goal to ensure its teaching tools could accommodate students’ needs. Even 
though the customized type would cost the Institutes more money, administrators chose 
to prioritize their desire to treat students as embodied wholes over their desire to save 
resources.  
When considering the content they wanted to include in their courses, we see a 
more complex debate, as the diversity of immigrants served by the YWCA made the 
question of what material to use in the teaching of English a more difficult question to 
answer. Among the questions facing Institute administrators was whether or not religious 
content should be a part of the curriculum taught by the International Institutes. As a 
Christian organization, the YWCA could easily make the case for religious instruction in 
their courses in language teaching. However, as archival materials indicate, there was 
debate about the appropriateness of using religious content due to the way it might hinder 






This debate first surfaces in the YWCA’s archival materials in January 1911, only 
months after the first discussion of Barnes’s textbooks (Early Stories and Later Stories 
for New Students of English). In a report from this month authored by Edith Terry 
Bremer, who had been hired as Executive Secretary for the YWCA’s Immigration work 
beginning on December 1, 1910, Bremer notes that the Institute’s courses in English are 
going well, with nine classes of various nationalities currently running. Bremer is 
concerned, though, with the religious nature of the Early Stories, which are taken from 
the Old Testament of the Bible, and Later Stories, which are taken from the New 
Testament. Her concern is based on two different instances. First, Bremer describes how 
several community leaders have warned her that the use of Later Stories with the Jewish 
class (who were almost done with the Early Stories) would “result in losing the class.” 
Bremer was informed that “no discourtesy will be shown our teacher or objection made, 
simply that the girls will cease to come.” Bremer recognizes that such an event would be 
devastating to the YWCA’s efforts, as they would “have not only lost the approach to this 
particular set of girls but…have forfeited the chance for any further work in that 
neighborhood.”  
A second instance of concern Bremer expresses over religious material use is in 
regard not to a hypothetical instance but a concrete one. Speaking of an effort to begin 
work in a neighborhood of Slovak and Syrian immigrants, Bremer describes the heavy 
recruiting the Institute had done through visitors, newspaper advertisements, and signs on 
the building the Institute wished to use for classes. Despite these efforts, not a single 
woman showed up for the classes on the evening they were to run, but a large crowd 






several days. The instructors were puzzled by the strange events, but within a few days 
they were approached by the janitor who worked for them, a man who had been “deeply 
interested” in the opening of the Institute classes in the neighborhood. Bremer explains 
that he came to instructors apologetically, explaining that he was responsible for the 
failure of the class. As the members of the neighborhood learned about the YWCA’s plan 
to begin classes: 
Women, girls and men came to the janitor to ask about the school, was it really 
free, was it safe for the girls, what would be taught, etc. He said they pestered him 
all day long and at noon hours there was a regular crowd waiting for him. He said 
he told them about our lesson leaflets which he had seen and then he took some 
leaflets off the shelf and handed them about. This was the set he felt he must 
apologize for. He himself is a Catholic but he said he knew we meant nothing 
against their religion. And he tried to tell the people who came for information 
about us that we didn’t touch the Catholic religion. But he said they all shook 
their heads and went off and now it was all over the neighborhood that these 
lessons were in opposition to the Catholic Church.  
 
Bremer’s reporting of these examples shows how the International Institutes became 
concerned about the effects of the materials they used for their students. Recognizing the 
deeply-held religious values of the women they sought to serve, Bremer realized that any 
educational efforts that the women perceived as proselytizing (even if this was not their 
intention), would result in women choosing not to attend their classes. Above all else, 
administrators wanted to ensure students’ attendance so that they would have the 
opportunity to serve them. Jeopardizing students’ trust of the YWCA in any way, even 
through their choice of materials, would result in the Institute’s failure. This being the 
case, Bremer pushed for the elimination of the offensive materials on behalf of students, 
even though these materials aligned with the beliefs of the administrators.  
Based on archival data, it seems that the debate about the place or religious 






beginning in March of 1911 through May of 1911, Barnes focuses heavily on the use of 
her Lessons and various reactions to them. Though she notes that some individuals had 
expressed concern of her materials, she by and large works to build a case for their 
continued use by providing numerous testimonies of people who have read or used the 
Lessons and approve of them. Despite these persuasive efforts, however, it seems that the 
use of religious material was eventually phased out, perhaps due to changes in leadership 
that placed final decisions about the work on the Institute in Bremer’s hands. Although 
by 1913 Bremer was heavily investing her energy in the growth of the Institute’s 
infrastructure, her comments from her December 10, 1913 report to the Department of 
Method make clear her opinions on the shape the YWCA’s educational efforts should 
take. Speaking of the current state of English language teaching, she writes: “Meanwhile, 
the country at large has known no more than what the lessons in English based on Bible 
stories, circulated before I came to the board, may have taught them.” Considering this 
comment in light of the previous debates held on this topic, it’s clear that Bremer 
considered Christian-themed educational materials by themselves to be inadequate for 
meeting the International Institutes’ goals of educating their students.  
 
5.5.3 Educational Methods 
As they built their student-focused programs, YWCA administrators and educators 
worked to develop educational methods that would effectively teach immigrant women 
by promoting student agency, reciprocity, and social transformation. While it is difficult 
to reconstruct the educational methods used by the International Institutes because of 






develop a picture of the YWCA’s overall philosophy in this area through the combined 
study of archival documents and historical texts. Overall, the goal of these methods was 
to provide women with linguistic and cultural education that would enable them to thrive 
in their new country.  
 
5.5.3.1 Contextualized Methods: The Recreation Method and the Project Method 
One of the most distinguishable methods of International Institute movement’s English 
language pedagogy was the use of contextualized educational practices. As opposed to 
direct methods that centered on repetition, contextualized methods involved the learning 
and practice of language in more natural forms and with immediate, real-life application. 
In her chapter “Methods and Materials” in The Teaching of English and the Foreign-
Born Woman, Newman steps back from the typical discussion of appropriate methods for 
teaching English to immigrants (which she classifies as “translation and direct teaching”) 
to examine the larger question of motivation. Newman theorizes that student motivation 
is the most critical factor in any education program’s ability to succeed. Speaking of 
immigrant women, Newman identifies four main reasons women may be motivated to 
learn English: cultural reasons, necessity of use, desire for opportunities (particularly 
economic), and social reasons. Of these, she believes that the social aspect of education is 
the most significant for educators involved in immigrant women’s education to consider, 
and given this motivation, educators must do all they can to teach English in a way that 
aligns with the immigrant woman’s desires. Labeling this approach as a “recreational 






songs, short dramatic lessons, interesting objects to talk about which will build up 
conversational stock” are all appropriate methods for bolstering students’ motivation (24-
25).   
We see from Newman’s anecdotes in this chapter that these types of lessons are 
best developed in the context of individual classes. For example, she describes a “jolly 
lesson” that developed in a class of Polish women: “Tea was served, and then the tea-set 
was auctioned off in spirited English. A cup was broken. This was attributed to the 
teacher. ‘Who broke the cup?’ became a by-word, and the answer, ‘Miss S. broke the 
cup,’ always brought a laugh.” Noting the success of this lesson, Newman continues: 
“Nothing had to be said about drill on past tenses. The teacher was trained to a 
recreational method and to seizing quickly the possibilities for live English” (25). From 
her discussion, it is clear that Newman believes in the possibilities a recreational method 
offers for motivating women and giving them access to rhetorical skills that would be 
directly useful to their interests or circumstances. 
Another method that Newman poses as likely to be successful with immigrant 
women based on her research is the project method, or “the doing of a definite thing 
which leads to knowledge of English” (26). In this method, English is taught through 
hands-on activities guided by students’ real-world exigencies and interests. Newman 
offers several example of this method:  
In a class of Italians it was discovered that a member who was absent had a new 
baby girl. It was suggested that a surprise be given her, so an impromptu 
collection was taken, and with great glee the class went next door and purchased a 
box containing a pink baby blanket. Then in single file they went to make a gentle 
call on the mother, each one saying something in praise of the beauty of the baby, 







Newman then touches briefly on a few other examples of the project method in action: 
“A Mexican class in Los Angeles once had a Better Bedding Campaign during which 
quilting was learned; and a Lithuanian group in another state, having admired their 
teacher’s hands, had great fun over a manicuring demonstration from which they 
emerged with pink and shining nails” (26). Through these descriptions, we see that this 
method requires a deep familiarity with students and willingness on the part of the 
teacher to allow for distributed authority in the classroom. The teacher, though, is still 
important, as it is her responsibility to “have in mind definite vocabulary stuff” and to 
“seize opportunities through recreation and project to utilize these expressions and 
forms” (27).  
Speaking of the effectiveness of these methods, Newman notes that “Such 
procedure as this may be criticised [sic] by logical methodologists as ‘not getting 
anywhere.’” However, Newman’s argument for the value of this method is strong: “It 
gets the woman, and that is getting somewhere” (27). Without sufficient motivation or 
relevance to women’s lived experiences, administrators recognized that even the most 
scientifically-developed method of language instruction would fail. As administrators 
aimed for their programs to reach and deeply touch immigrant women, any method that 
succeeded in drawing in women, allowing them to participate in a meaningful activity, 
and motivating them to return had a higher chance at success.  
 
5.5.3.2 Reading and Writing 
In addition to the value of these methods in the teaching of spoken English, it appears 






Newman comments briefly on these subjects, and it is clear that she believes that the key 
to success in these areas is to align methods with women’s motivation. She writes: 
“Reading and writing should come when the women feel a need for them. Some want to 
write at once. They have been embarrassed by the necessity of making a cross in lieu of 
their names…. Serious minded women who are literate in their native tongue often want 
to learn to read newspapers. Discovery of the pupil’s motive for coming to class will 
guide the teacher in ascertaining and meeting desires” (27).  
Along these same lines, Clark also argues in support of encouraging writing as it 
relates to students’ needs and interests—neither forcing it upon them, as often done with 
written homework assignments (which had largely proved to be of little use), or 
withholding it from them. Advocating for the “unit-task” method, a method derived from 
the project method, Clark explains that adult learners’ strengths lie in their “power of 
concentration, will power and ability to create and execute self-directed activity,” and so 
educational methods that can take advantage of these abilities will be the most effective. 
Describing this method in more detail, she writes that it involves the student completing 
“original composition.” These compositions, however, ought to be of “the student’s 
voluntary expression…of what he11 wants to say, in the way his mental attitude and 
mind-set makes him want to say it, and not what the teacher is leading him to say.” Such 
a method signifies a dramatic shift from many other educational methods, placing the 
direction of education with the student rather than the teacher. Commenting on this 
distinction, Clark writes that other methods, such as the direct method, have been largely 






have the effect of causing him to see habitually other things, religious, economic, and 
political, from other people’s points of view.”  
This effect, however, “cannot be hoped for in adults,” and Clark dismisses this approach 
as one that can be productively employed (45).   
 
5.5.3.3 Outcomes of These Models 
Along with their privileging of the student and the subsequent redistribution of power in 
the classroom that accompanies both the recreational method and the project method, 
these methods allow for the feminist value of reciprocity. Through the publicity 
documents of the YWCA aimed at recruiting immigrant women, we see a strong 
emphasis placed on the contributions immigrant women are able to bring to American 
society with their participation in the International Institute’s educational programs. One 
of the most salient examples of this philosophy appears in an undated publication 
(appearing in a folder labeled 1911-1933) entitled “The International Institute for Women 
and Girls.” Along with a description of the services provided by International Institutes, 
this document includes a section on “What You Can Give to America.” Here, the 
author(s) of this publication describe the ways in which immigrant women can positively 
influence American culture. At the most basic level, these contributions can be material:  
Often when you go into a beautiful American home you will see lovely carpets, 
shining brasses, exquisite laces, picturesque baskets and many other wonderful 
things which make the rooms full of color and beauty. Perhaps the carpets come 
from your far eastern country, or the brasses from Russia, the laces may have 
been made in your own village in France or Spain, the baskets couldn’t have 
come from any place other than Mexico…Many of you women and girls are far 







Pausing a moment to consider this passage, we may be critical of the way it limits the 
contributions of immigrant women to material objects, making their contribution 
essentially one of utility for true Americans. As we read on, though, we get a sense that 
material production is only one facet of this persuasive effort. Cultural contributions and 
immaterial contributions also abound: 
You know songs and dances that your people have sung and danced for hundreds 
of years. America is young and has few old songs and dances of her own. For 
hundreds of years you have loved and sacrificed for your country and your 
language, reverenced your customs and your folklore. America needs your spirit 
of patriotism, your love of beauty, and sincerity of heart. (13).  
 
Here, we see the Institutes advocating for cultural pluralism, putting their belief in a 
“melting pot” view of Americanization where not only immigrants but native-born 
Americans are changed as well. While many top-down located programs may have feared 
the changes that immigrants might provoke in American culture, this philosophy clearly 
affirms the value the immigrants are able to add as the country works to develop a 
distinctively American way of life.  
Evidence of the International Institute’s commitment to carrying out this 
philosophy that privileges the contributions of immigrant women can be seen amongst 
documents found in and described in the YWCA’s archives. One of these is an undated 
(though written at least after 1918, and perhaps in 1920 based on the date of other 
documents in the folder), untitled collection of recipes supplied by women from various 
nationalities, which we can assume come from a cookbook produced by an International 
Institute. Nationalities represented in the cookbook include Lithuanian, French, 
Armenian, Finnish, Polish, Czechoslovakian, Greek, Mexican, Croatian, and Bulgarian. 






can surmise that this document may have been a product of a class of women at an 
International Institute, as it would fit in with the types of projects described for English 
language classes. Even if this was not the origin of this document, though, we can assume 
that its construction was as educational opportunity in translation, writing, and the 
sharing of cultural knowledge for all involved.  
 
5.5.3.4 Pageants 
Another place where we see the International Institute’s feminist educational philosophy 
in action is through their incorporation of pageants into their programs as a learning 
opportunity for both immigrants and native-born Americans. Recently writing of the 
pageant as a part of Americanization as employed by the General Federation of Women’s 
Clubs (GFWC) in her article “‘The Pageant is the Thing’: The Contradictions of 
Women’s Clubs and Civic Education during the Americanization Era,” Kate White 
describes the pageant as a complex phenomenon of rhetorical education that was 
simultaneously empowering and oppressive. Writing particularly of the GFWC’s 
citizenship pageants, White argues that this organization used pageantry as “an attempt to 
educate and engage immigrants” that “both promoted and resisted racist ideas of 
citizenship by supporting cultural pluralism and reproducing notions of whiteness and 
obedience” (518). Noting the contradiction inherent in a Citizenship Day pageant, for 
example, White explains that although the pageant incorporated immigrants and praised 
them for their cultural contributions, ultimately the pageant concludes with immigrants 
swearing allegiance to the United States. Later in her article, White goes into more detail 






instance, depicts women of various nationalities from around the world wearing exquisite 
shawls and performing music and dance from various countries. Interestingly, however, 
White notes that a newspaper article describing one performance of this pageant reveals 
that “no immigrant participated, and the shawls were provided on loan from clubwomen, 
so it is likely that they were not authentic” (521). Ultimately, argues White, while such 
programs may have intended (and perhaps partially succeed) to teach “both immigrants 
and the native-born the value of creating a new fusion of national values that could be 
shared by all citizens,” they often “functioned to simply reinforce dominant cultural 
hierarchies” (523).  
Although my investigation of the YWCA’s archives was not conducted with the 
purpose of looking at the topic of pageantry, my archival findings indicate that, like the 
GFWC, the International Institutes employed pageantry as a method of education for 
immigrants that could also impact native-born Americans. One particularly interesting 
perspective on the International Institutes use of pageants appears in the June 1919 issue 
of the YWCA’s publication Foreign Born (a publication that served as a clearinghouse 
for news of interest to those working with immigrants). Here, an excerpt is provided from 
an article appearing in the GFCW’s magazine regarding the Institute’s use of pageantry. 
The article was written by Hazel MacKaye, a women’s activist who was a well-known 
leader in the development of pageants. I quote here at length MacKaye’s commentary on 
the Institutes’ pageantry: 
In every pageant given in the International Institutes one central idea has been 
emphasized; this was the fact that these new daughters of America…have all 
brought gifts. They have not come empty-handed, but have come bearing their 
inheritance in art, literature, music, history and tradition to enrich the new land. In 






this thought Americanization reaches its best interpretation, for to be real, the 
process must work in two directions, reconciling the best ideals of the old world 
with those of the new. 
 
“The Gift Bearers” was the title of one pageant which was given in the 
International Institute of New York City. And as each girl, representing a different 
nation, moved forward in the right costume of her native country, the spectators 
realized that there was something deeper than pageantry. Here was pretending 
come true. For a sudden moment one’s imagination left the stage with its brilliant 
groups clad in strange foreign costumes, and pictured the devious ways and long 
weary journeys by which these courageous little immigrants had traveled to 
appear in this Pageant of Nations. And when the performance was over a deeper 
understanding had been implanted in the heart of both Americans and foreign-
born peoples. 
 
Through MacKaye’s commentary here, we get a sense that the approach the YWCA took 
to at least some of their pageants may have differed from the approach taken by the 
GFWC as described by White. One notable difference here is the use of actual immigrant 
women to represent immigrant women, a move which allows the immigrant more agency 
and, perhaps, allows for a greater likelihood of authenticity in the cultures represented (as 
opposed to the idealization that White describes). A book found among the archives 
entitled National Costumes of the Slavic People further corroborates the YWCA’s 
commitment to authentic representations of immigrants. This collection by Esther Peck 
and Margaret Hubbard contains drawings and descriptions of various outfits worn by 
various Slavic nationalities, as well as descriptions of Slavic holidays and festivals and 
their accompanying customs. According to the writer of the forward, M.S.P, the costumes 
depicted in the book lack the traditional level detailing (as they are designed for pageants, 
extensive detail was not necessary for stage use) but all of the designs represented “have 






Further, the content of the pageant described here focuses on immigrants’ 
contributions to America rather than on how America contributes to immigrants. By 
focusing on the gifts immigrant women bring, the pageant identifies them as equals to 




While we do not have an abundance of information on the International Institutes’ use of 
pageants, we can get a slightly better sense of their use of plays as part of the teaching of 
English. This method is discussed in English Class Plays for New Americans by Emily 
M. Gibson published in 1927 by the YWCA’s Womans Press. Although the extent to 
which this text was used is unclear, it’s publication by the YWCA suggests that it was an 
approved method for use in the International Institutes. This text mainly contains plays 
themselves, but it is framed by a discussion of the philosophical and pedagogical 
underpinnings of the use of plays in the teaching of English and the larger project of 
Americanization. 
The foreword of the book, written by Albert Shiels of the Teachers College at 
Columbia University, discusses how dramatization functions as a highly-effective 
educational tool that conveys content in a meaningful way. While plays incorporate the 
ideal of “pleasure” into education, their real strength lies in their power to teach language 
in the context of use. Speaking of more traditional methods of English teaching, Shiels 
writes: “It is an odd fact that so many manuals conceive the teaching of English to 
foreigners as a sort of formal exercise in which words and sentence structure rather than 
ideas are the important things. The divorce of thought from content may explain the 






plays, however, can help students make connections between the content they are 
learning and its real-life use. Regarding this point, Shiels writes: “In dramatization, 
language assumes its proper place; it becomes a vehicle for the expression of ideas which 
the learner desires to communicate. The words and sentences of the play need to be 
studied, not as forms but as vehicles for the expression of thoughts and emotion” (xv). 
Sheils also makes and important distinction between simplicity and childishness in his 
discussion of drama in the language classroom. For plays to be an effective vehicle for 
education, as he believes the ones presented in this book are, they need to “appeal to the 
interests which the adult working woman would naturally have or could easily learn to 
share” (xi). By avoiding the pitfall of conflating lack of knowledge of English with a lack 
of intelligence or maturity, English classes can more successfully meet the needs of their 
students.  
In addition to the benefit of plays on student learning, Shiels sees plays as being a 
way to help bring immigrants into American culture. Shiels’ conception of this process 
differs, however, from the idea of “Americanization” as a process of merely conforming 
to the American way of life. First, Shiels criticizes the validity of such methods that seek 
to Americanize immigrants because such methods are based on the fallacy that American 
culture is itself static. Further, American culture is highly diverse, and Shiels argues that 
there is very little, beyond “a common language, government, and history” that can be 
described as uniquely American (xii). What Shiels seeks in education, then, and what he 
believes these plays promote, is the formation of American culture through the 
participation and contributions of its newest residents.  This text, writes Shiels, 






actual participants in it. That approach is made not by indulging in didactic 
generalizations, but by affording opportunity to these women both to contribute and to 
participate. The appeal to each pupil is a recognition of her worthiness as an individual” 
(xii). This approach asks the immigrant woman “not only to learn but herself to teach, 
and through the medium of these plays she does both” (xiv). She is not only learning but 
“giving something, weaving a new thread in the garment of our culture” (xiv). These 
assertions about the value of plays in the teaching of English demonstrates that drama is a 
powerful feminist pedagogical strategy. Drama, as conceived by Shiels, recognizes the 
inherent value of students, especially diverse students, and allows for this diversity to be 
shared in a reciprocal fashion through the process of education. Further, with students 
taking the role of educator through the medium of drama, this method allows for the 
intentional decentering of authority, thereby balancing power in the classroom. 
Part I of the book, written by Gibson, goes into greater depth on the educational 
and social benefits of using drama as a method for English instruction. Gibson divides the 
benefits of this approach into four categories: “(1) as supplementary training in English; 
(2) as a live medium for conveying our national ideals, history, customs, [sic] to the 
foreigner; (3) as a socializing and recreational activity; (4) as an avenue whereby the 
foreigner may contribute his history, literature, folk arts, dances and songs to the cultural 
life of America, and whereby the American may learn to appreciate the national 
background of the foreigner and his problems of adjustment to American life” (5). In 
terms of linguistic education, the method of plays is especially valuable because the 
process of rehearsing leads to “improved pronunciation and vocabulary,” where both of 






that women often remark on is that the plays give women the opportunity to learn “high 
English” which they wouldn’t normally encounter in their daily lives. Finally, Gibson 
names the personal attention women receive while learning their parts as an 
immeasurably helpful aspect of pedagogies that involve dramatic productions.  
Beyond the linguistic benefits of plays, drama-based pedagogies allowed for the 
sharing and development of cultural literacies and integration into society. While these 
certainly include the formal history and cultural aspects of the American way of life, here 
Gibson emphasizes the more mundane cultural experiences which had a more prevalent 
impact in students’ lives. The possible topics that Gibson suggests plays might cover 
include housing issues, relationships among parents and children, health, and hygiene (7). 
Along with teaching how these situations are navigated in an American context, plays 
encourage student socialization and the breaking down of cultural borders that isolate 
some groups of immigrant women. Part of this process occurs through the sense of 
responsibility toward a communal project that plays promote, which brings immigrant 
women “out of her home-round into new and larger interests” for what is “often the first 
time in her life” (7).  
With this movement from home to communal work, the use of drama as a 
pedagogical technique serves a socially powerful purpose in the feminist project: “to 
break down barriers of traditional restraint of women” (7). For Gibson, this restraint 
comes from traditional cultural gender roles and especially views about fitting behavior 
for married women. According to Gibson, immigrant women’s involvement in plays can 
demonstrate to husbands “that they are capable of performing with dignity and honor 






participation leads her husband to “take a new attitude toward her” (8), and it gives the 
couple the opportunity to strengthen their relationship through practicing at home and the 
husband’s development of pride toward his wife. However, Gibson notes that plays must 
be “well chosen and tactfully introduced.” Teachers should not force student 
participation, and if students are at all resistant to the idea of a play, it should be dropped 
at once. Students’ needs must take first priority.  
Beyond the impact of plays as an agent of change in women’s relationships, 
Gibson writes that dramatic productions give women the opportunity for personal 
fulfillment: “Another value in the use of dramatics is that it offers an outlet of expression 
to many women of intelligence and strong dramatic instinct whose environment affords 
them nothing or even worse than nothing as an outlet for their mental activity” (8). 
Again, the use of plays in English classes serves not just as a tool for linguistic education, 
but as a tool for transformation. Because of their research into students’ lives, teachers 
would have a full understanding of the opportunities available to their students. The use 
of drama provides students who might have little opportunity to pursue artistic expression 
due to economic or social conditions with a venue for personal growth and expression 
within a setting that was generally considered to be acceptable for women to inhabit.  
Perhaps most striking is the power of plays to transform both participants and 
audiences. Gibson openly describes the impact that she has seen plays have on the 
immigrant women who have participated in them: “even among the economically poorest 
groups there are always women of unusual personal charm and innate refinement, women 
naturally socially minded, whose mental and spiritual qualities would make them leaders 






fundamentally different in any environment” (10). In addition to this impact on the 
performers, Gibson believes that plays also have the power to transform society’s views 
toward immigrant women. To this point, she writes: “A play which brings these women 
before an American audience accomplishes something in breaking down the false and 
generally widespread impressions that all foreign women are stupid, ignorant, and 
apathetic. It convinces many people who have hitherto been indifferent or hostile that 
immigrant education is worthwhile” (10). The pedagogical value of plays, then, went far 
beyond the scope of pedagogies employed in top-down classrooms. They enabled women 
to thrive by meeting a wide range of their needs beyond education alone, giving women 
emotional as well as social support. 
Finally, the use of plays holds value from a feminist perspective in that they allow 
for the principle of reciprocity in education. Gibson describes plays as being a key 
method “for transmitting to Americans the national background of the foreigner and his 
problems in America” (9). From this perspective, the endeavor of education is viewed as 
an exchange of knowledge, rather than a one-way transfer. Gibson suggests that the best 
avenue for providing this opportunity for immigrants to share their culture is through 
“pageants of folk ceremony and folk art, with national dances and music” (9). Other 
options include “plays and pageants based on the lives and deeds of race leaders and 
important national events,” as well as translated plays from the students’ home culture 
(9). Regardless of the specific topic, the important thing was the immigrants have “full 
selection of their own topics and full direction of them,” with only minor support with the 
technical aspects of production (9). This freedom of choice and ownership in the 











While it’s important to remember that one of the International Institute’s core 
philosophies was to adapt all practices to the members of the community a branch served, 
thus resulting in great variability among programs, we can get a sense of the general 
approaches that were used in educational opportunities provided for immigrant women. 
Although they would not describe them in this way, the YWCA’s rhetorical education 
programs for immigrant women subscribed to an ecologically-grounded feminist 
pedagogy that privileged the equalization of power between teacher and student as they 
sought to promote a student-centered classroom that tied English language acquisition to 
all areas of students’ lives, to promote reciprocity, and ultimately, to promote social 
change that would allow for the better treatment of immigrant women. In the following 
chapter, I examine the International Institute administrators’ larger program of advocacy 






 FROM ADVOCACY TO ACTIVISM: THE DEVELOPMENT OF THE 
INTERNATIONAL INSTITUTE MOVEMENT’S PUBLIC OUTREACH 
6.1 Introduction 
In Chapters 4 and 5, I explored the construction of the International Institute movement 
and the pedagogical efforts it employed to provide rhetorical education for immigrant 
women. In this chapter, I shift the focus of this administrative history from the YWCA’s 
hands-on work with immigrant women to its work on behalf of immigrant women, 
arguing that administrators saw outreach to various public audiences as a necessary 
corollary to their educational work. Here, I focus on administrators’ efforts to improve 
the lives of immigrant women by influencing the ways native-born American citizens 
viewed and treated immigrants. Using archival documents that describe the YWCA’s 
growing consciousness of negative views toward immigrant women and their response to 
these views, we can analyze the moves administrators made in this area as rhetorical, 
observing how they became adept at using the means of persuasion available to them to 
accomplish their work.  
As we trace the development of International Institute administrators’ persuasive 
work with various stakeholders, we can see that administrators grew over time from a 
position of advocacy to activism, gradually reaching out to broader audiences and 
working to bring about concrete political change. I argue that this move from advocacy to 
activism was grounded in the same feminist, ecological rhetorical stance upon which the 






actions based on their awareness of the political and social contexts in which they were 
working and the audiences to whom they directed their efforts. Ultimately, this facet of 
the International Institute movement’s work grew out of the motivation that guided all 
their work: to improve the lives of immigrant women. In order to accomplish this goal, 
administrators worked to educate various stakeholders to be more accepting and 
understanding of immigrant women and their material and cultural circumstances.  
In many ways, we can see parallels with the work done by the administrators of 
the International Institute movement and the work done by writing program 
administrators today. Like the International Institute movement’s administrators, writing 
program administrators build and run rhetorical education programs to help large groups 
of diverse students think and communicate in new communities. As part of their 
administrative work, WPAs work to provide the most effective education possible given 
the constraints of their local situations. In many cases, these local situations include 
working with large numbers of non-native English speakers, who may be immigrants, 
refugees, native-born or naturalized American citizens, or international students. Often, 
WPAs face the task of providing courses that will prepare students linguistically as well 
as culturally for the tasks of writing in college, often while facing complaints or even 
criticism about students’ lack of proficiency in English. At their best, writing program 
administrators take into account the needs of all their stakeholders while providing 
students with an education that is pedagogically effective and that will prepare them for 
their future work, all the while making maximum use of the resources available to them. 
Writing program administrators cultivate relationships within their programs and across 






enriching.  And, within the past few decades, the field of writing program administration 
has begun to view writing program administrators as rhetoricians and therefore agents of 
change12, especially in their capacity for outreach work. They work with individuals on 
campus and in the community to provide opportunities for engagement for students and 
services for other stakeholders, opportunities which also stake claims about the domain 
and value of writing. In this chapter, I make connections between this activist aspect of 
writing program administration and the International Institute’s work, exploring outreach 
that moved beyond the movement’s direct pedagogical work.  
To frame this discussion, I begin this chapter with assessing the field of writing 
program administration’s positioning with regard to public engagement, and I rely 
heavily on Linda Adler-Kassner’s theorizing of the community-organizer role for WPAs 
in The Activist WPA: Changing Stories about Writing and Writers. Connecting this work 
in WPA scholarship to the work of the YWCA, I then construct a history of the 
International Institute movement’s public work, a history which becomes visible through 
the analysis of administrative documentation. As my analysis will show, the International 
Institutes’ shift from advocacy to activism was a response to administrators’ 
acknowledgement of the dynamic nature of their organization, their recognition of their 
reliance on various publics in order to complete their work, and their assumption of 
responsibility based on the position of power which had resulted from their success as an 







6.2 Administration, Rhetoric, and Public Engagement 
 
Since the “public turn” of the field of composition studies (Mathieu), the field of writing 
program administration has given scholarly attention to the practice of writing programs 
expanding their borders beyond the walls of the academy. Most often, scholarship in this 
area has considered the public work of composition from the perspective of how 
individual classes and programs can and should engage with their local communities. 
Numerous scholars have considered university-community engagement for writing 
programs (e.g. Goldblatt; Grabill; Higgins, Long, and Flower; Hull and James; Parks and 
Goldblatt; Restaino and Cella). Rose and Weiser’s 2010 collection Going Public: What 
Writing Programs Learn from Engagement serves as “the first collection of essays to 
focus on the evolving roles and responsibilities of writing program faculty who have 
made commitments to lead their programs into engagement and the development of civic 
discourse” (5). In their collection, they seek to “present a range of perspectives on what 
we can learn when writing programs go public: from how we understand the writing 
program’s role in the institution and community to learning from specific literacy 
communities, to understanding an institutional culture, to maintaining the core functions 
of our programs while finding way to extend our reach, to viewing engagement as both a 
way of teaching and way of conducting research” (6). In short, their collection begins to 
glean the larger lessons we can learn from real-life experiences of engagement in order to 
theorize of the roles and identities writing programs and writing program administrators 
can enact in doing publicly-oriented work. Though it moves toward developing a clearer 
picture of the role of writing program administration and engagement (especially with 






Engagement”), Rose and Weiser’s book is still largely focused on the work of public 
engagement from a pedagogical perspective. That is, much of their collection frames 
engagement in writing program administration simply as the work that goes into building 
and maintaining sites for students to do public work.  
A few scholars—scholars upon whom Rose and Weiser actually build their 
work—take a slightly different focus in their consideration of the public work of 
composition. Peter Mortensen’s 1998 CCC article “Going Public,” which is actually the 
namesake of Rose and Weiser’s collection, begins to argue for composition scholars to 
share their research with engage local, non-academic audiences in order to engage in 
public discussions of literacy and education. Mortensen notes that these conversations are 
already happening without our contributions, and decisions are being made that are 
uninformed by contemporary research in our field. Composition scholars, then, can 
consider their sharing of their scholarship to be an ethical responsibility.  
Moving from theorizing the role of composition scholars in general to writing 
program administrators specifically, Rita Malenczyk identifies rhetoric at the heart of 
WPA work in “Administration as Emergence: Toward a Rhetorical Theory of Writing 
Program Administration.” She writes: “Not only does rhetoric ground the courses we 
teach and oversee, it occupies much of a WPA’s daily work outside of traditional 
research or teaching. WPAs are engaged in an ongoing struggle to persuade, whether at 
the local or national level. As individuals, we write grant proposals, course proposals, 
workshop announcements, requests for funding; as a Council, we develop position 






In order to successfully run their programs and ensure the most effective working 
conditions, WPAs must be able to reach out to multiple audiences and make compelling 
arguments for their needs.  
The rhetorical work that that Malenczyk identifies, however, is not a complete 
list. In addition to myriad other genres in which WPAs work in their local institutions, 
WPAs have increasingly sought to exercise persuasion in larger, often less-tangible 
rhetorical situations, particularly regarding views about writing and writers. In her book 
The Activist WPA: Changing Stories about Writing and Writers, Linda Adler-Kassner 
discusses the vital work WPAs can perform in helping to reframe negative stories that are 
told about writers and the teaching of writing. Reacting to widespread public belief about 
the general failures of the American schools to prepare effective writers, Adler-Kassner 
seeks to identify the narratives that have developed about writing in order to develop 
frames that better “reflect what we know, as a field, about writers’ abilities” and “the best 
ways to help students develop their writing abilities” (4). She argues that WPAs “can 
borrow strategies from people who are already engaged in the work of changing stories,” 
and she seeks to provide a framework that allows WPAs to use their positions “to 
affect…story-changing work” (86-87).   
Suggesting that WPAs can take on the identity of community organizers (183), 
Adler-Kassner discusses three approaches that have been used successfully in activist 
work: “interest-based organizing, values based-organizing, and issue-based organizing” 
(91). As I will argue, values-based organizing most closely matches the approach 
employed by International Institute administrators. Considered to be “the most strategic, 






organizing “proceed[s] from the assumption that individuals will unite around values that 
reflect their interests (112). Working from their deeply held values, the organizer 
operating from a values-based approach would then find others who align (or who could 
align) themselves with these values, ultimately developing and maintaining frames that 
highlight these values.   
Summarizing her argument, Adler-Kassner argues that “the first step to story-
changing work is not addressing the stories we want to change, but building a base and 
developing alliances” (184). She suggests that all of this work should take place at the 
local level, partially because of the WPA’s lack of power to effect change on issues of 
national significance and partially because these models of action rely on the WPAs one-
on-one interactions with stakeholders.  
Bringing this idea of the rhetorical work of writing program administration to my 
examination of the International Institute movement, I will discuss the work that YWCA 
administrators undertook in their efforts to change the “stories” told about immigrants, 
i.e., the belief that immigrants were a “problem” to be solved in American society. 
Through this discussion, I will illustrate how International Institute leaders relied on a 
values-based, local13  ecological approach that sought to highlight shared values in a way 
that would enable them to reframe negative conceptions of immigrant women. I will also 
show how this work shifted from a position of advocacy to activism as the International 







6.3 Addressing Views of Immigrants 
 
As I described in Chapter 3, the Americanization movement developed as native-born 
Americans’ response to the massive influx of immigrants who entered the United States 
at the end of the 19th and beginning of the 20th centuries. While the programs developed 
as part of this movement functioned as tangible efforts re-form immigrants into more 
fitting residents of the United States, especially through rhetorical education programs 
designed to change immigrants’ ways of speaking, acting, and believing, these programs 
were not a catharsis for societal feelings toward immigrants. On the contrary, the public’s 
views toward immigrants, both positive and negative, remained strong, and 
Americanizers taking both top-down and bottom-up approaches to immigrant education 
had to build their programs within the context of the many emotions and ideologies in 
play during this time period.  
It comes as no surprise, then, that International Institute’s administrators were 
aware of the views of immigrants circulating through American society. In their 
administrative documents, we see numerous offers of support, both sentimental and 
concrete, from individuals and organizations interested in supporting the YWCA’s 
efforts. We also see discussions of people and groups who did not align themselves with 
the International Institute movement’s efforts. Resistance, both active and passive, to the 
International Institute movement came from the general public (as we might expect) as 
well as members of the YWCA’s larger membership (which may be less expected).  In 






toward immigrants and negative reactions to their work, examining the rhetorical 
strategies they used as they moved from advocates for immigrants to activists for societal 
change.  
6.3.1 YWCA Resistance to Immigrant Work 
As the International Institute movement developed, administrators found that many 
general members of the YWCA, even those living in cities with large immigrant 
populations, did not necessarily understand or value the work that Institute leaders were 
doing with immigrants. In her annual report for February 1, 1915 to February 1, 1916, 
Bremer remarks on the difficulties she had faced in the previous year when trying to 
develop programs for immigrant women with various YWCAs:  
It has seemed before this, as if all my energy had been sunk into trying to move 
the machinery of this organization, working to lift for ever so little the dead 
weight of indifference every where to how things are with foreign girls. It was the 
indifference of warm-hearted people, terribly busy about everything else, totally 
ignorant of the real situation, and having no time to listen or learn. That very 
ignorance, I believe, was the root of the apparently little sympathy, and the lack of 
ability to understand strange varieties of girlhood. That is not saying people have 
not been interested in the subject of Immigration. They have. And they called it 
“fascination” and said it was thrilling to hear! – and continued steadfastly to do 
nothing. (2) 
  
Here, we get a strong sense of Bremer’s frustration with Association women for failing to 
take to heart the needs of immigrant women. Instead of members developing empathy for 
immigrants, she sees them dwelling instead in a “fascination14.”  Though she attributes 
their attitude of indifference and inaction toward immigrants’ problems to ignorance 
rather than active opposition, both stances have the same result: a lack of cooperation in 
the effort to provide social services and educational opportunities for immigrant women.  
Years later, we see another example of this attitude in the minutes from the 






document, we receive an account of the report of Miss Mary Sims, who discusses work 
with Central Field Institutes, including St. Louis, MO and Gary, IN. Sims explains that 
many of the Institutes in the Central Field are in poor financial shape, and she attributes 
this to the “lack of a close relationship and understanding between the Central Board [of 
the YWCA] and the International Institutes. She explains that “It is a tendency of the 
Central Board to feel that the International Institute in any case of retrenchment should be 
the first thing to cut off the budget. Many do not see the difference between Y.W.C.A. 
Foreign-Born Work and the many forms of Americanization Work.” From the reporting 
of this situation, we get a sense of the difficulties the International Institute faced, even 
years after developing its programs, among YWCA members in clarifying their work. As 
a result of this lack in understanding, administrators had a more difficult time ensuring 
the Institutes had the support and resources they needed to continue with their programs.  
 
6.3.2 Public Views 
The resistance posed by members of the YWCA seems to be a reflection of views held by 
native-born Americans at large. Throughout the archival documents of the International 
Institute, we see discussions of the social climate in which Institutes had to operate. A 
1920 report entitled “Foreign-Born Women and Girls,” for example, comments on the 
many negative views of immigrants that arose during and after World War I: 
By 1917 the “Preparedness” propaganda15 had stirred the country, an agitation in 
which wisdom and earnest patriotism were hopelessly mixed with bigotry and 
prejudice and nonsense. It carried a barbed attack against foreigners—mixing up 
illiteracy, a sentiment for the land where half one’s family still lived, and German 
propaganda work. The citizens of allied countries came under the same broadside 
as did the subjects of the central powers. The abused and now dreaded word, 
“Americanization,” was born during this period of suspicion and fear. The power 






toward strangers, became greatly stimulated by the rise of popular concern about 
the loyalty of foreigners and the unity of the nation. (4) 
 
While these types of attitudes did not necessarily prevent the International Institutes from 
completing their work, the presence of these concerns in a public report such as this one 
gives us the sense that the public’s views toward immigrants impacted in at least some 
way the work the Institutes were able to accomplish.  
Another place where we can see the YWCA’s concern with the impact of public 
views is in their interest in legislation, which we can characterize as a concrete 
manifestation of public opinion. We see the YWCA’s concern with legislation span 
almost the entire existence of the International Institute. The International Institute’s 
publication Foreign Born, which was produced monthly for a period of about two years 
by members of the Committee of Work for Foreign Born Women and published in-house 
by the Womans Press, contained regular updates on state and federal legislation with the 
potential to impact organizations working with immigrants. Based on discussions from 
Committee meetings, we see that International Institute members were vividly aware of 
several legislative issues, including Near Eastern refugees (which I will discuss in more 
depth later) and the separation of immigrant families due to American immigration 
policies. We see many months of concern expressed over these issues in the YWCA’s 
administrative documentation, indicating that public views toward immigrants were a key 
area of concern for International Institute administrators. 
 
6.4 Rhetorical Approaches to Advocacy 
As they faced resistance both internally and externally to their work, YWCA 






and positive treatment of immigrants. Throughout the span of the movement, Institute 
administrators relied on a range of methods that included both one-on-one and public 
efforts to persuade people to cooperate with the International Institute movement’s work. 
The guiding approach administrators took in their work was to use a values-based 
approach grounded in local concerns and focused on building alliances based on shared 
values. In the following sections, I will explore the rhetorical moves administrators made 
in employing this approach to various audiences: YWCA staff members, YWCA general 
members, the general public, and legislators.  
 
6.4.1 Internal Work 
The International Institute movement’s efforts to engage members of the YWCA in the 
project of immigrant work began early in the Institute’s work. Through archival 
documentation, we see that Bremer and other representatives of the movement employed 
an array of persuasive methods aimed at calling to light the values that YWCA members 
shared. These methods were applied to work with staff members as well as to work with 
the YWCA’s general membership.  
We can get an early glimpse of persuasive efforts geared toward YWCA staff 
members in Bremer’s year-end report for 1913: 
Now, the time has come for a pointed attack upon the consciousness of all 
Associations, to put immigrant girls into it and to give them a permanent place 
upon the associational horizon which they certainly have not got now. This it 
seems to me is our work for next year to reach and teach the field committees and 
all field secretaries. The coming annual conference is going to give a splendid 
chance with field secretaries and we mean to make the most of it. Also we will 
put in their hands a short but pointed “bibliography” that will set them thinking 
rightly; and a general Survey outline that will help them apply what they think, 
one calculated to enable them to find out whether an Association ought to start 






that immigration be given important place and space in their next annual 
conference; by conducting sessions on immigration at these conferences with 
proper equipment of books and pictures and lantern slides so that people will go 
away having seen as well as heard and go with a tangible concrete idea of what 
we are talking about.  
 
In this passage, we see that Bremer actively developed an explicit plan for persuading 
members of the YWCA to direct their concern to immigrant women. Her first move is to 
establish alliances with the field committees and field secretaries of the YWCA, 
equipping them with the basic tools that would enable them to investigate the status of 
immigrants in their own communities. Through this effort, Bremer opts against heavy-
handed persuasion, instead giving YWCA staff space to come to realizations regarding 
the needs of immigrant women on their own. In addition, we see here Bremer’s plans for 
the following conference, where she hopes to make a more direct persuasive effort.  It’s 
interesting, however, that these moves would come a year after her initial efforts, 
indicating that audiences would be primed for a more focused discussion of the problems 
facing immigrant women and the YWCA’s contributions.  
In terms of her specific methods of persuasion, we see a combination of efforts: a 
bibliography, a self-guided survey, books, pictures, and lantern slides. Through this blend 
of materials, Bremer incorporates multiple rhetorical appeals into her persuasive work, 
with the hope that at least one of these methods would reach and deeply touch staff 
members, thus motivating them to change their attitudes and behaviors. First, by pointing 
the staff to texts written on immigration by outsiders, Bremer could rely on their 
credibility to convince staff of the scale and relevance of this issue. In terms of logical 
appeals, Bremer seeks to supplement top-down lectures on the problem of immigration 






staff methodically investigate the extent of immigrant needs in their own communities, 
taking secretaries through an exercise in which they gathered their own evidence of the 
need for services for immigrant women in their own communities. Finally, Bremer sees 
room for emotional appeals within her persuasive work. By including images alongside 
verbal arguments, she emphasizes seeing as an important component of persuasion. 
Ideally, this “seeing” done at the conference would be supported by the seeing done as 
staff completed their studies of their own Associations, giving staff both still images and 
living images to help them pictures the struggles immigrant women faced. This 
contextualized, first-hand look at the problems of immigrant women in local contexts, 
Bremer hoped, would enable staff to move past their “fascination” with immigrants 
toward action. 
In addition to persuasive work done with large groups of staff members, Institute 
administrators utilized site visits and one-on-one work as another opportunity to establish 
shared values among YWCA members. Writing of some of these efforts in the 1915-1916 
year-end report, Bremer explains her work with staff members in one region: 
The North Central Field was the first to respond to my angling for a “warm 
invitation” to attend their annual, private Conference of Committee and staff. 
Armed with the first series of statistical maps and charts,…and pictures, and 
books, I went out to Minneapolis to sit down at field headquarters, get acquainted, 
and make known some of the facts in the international problem of their states. 
Four “addresses”, various committee meetings, and long conferences with every 
member of the staff and with special chairmen, made ten days swing by as they do 
at a summer conference. (2) 
 
Here, we see Bremer again employing a range of methods in the work of alliance 
building. Still central to her approach is the use of materials supporting the arguments she 
wishes to make, and particularly those (“statistical maps and charts”) which reflect the 






heavily on personal interactions with staff members. Although we don’t have any details 
on the contents of these “long conferences with every member of the staff,” we can 
surmise that these meetings were powerful opportunities for Bremer to learn and address 
the values and concerns of staff members regarding work with immigrant women.  
Describing in this report the range of approaches she took to her persuasive work, 
Bremer writes: “The sum of it all is this. All the traveling secretaries of all five field 
staffs, and the majority-if not all the actual working members of the Committees-have 
been reached by speeches, by informal discussion, by pictures, by statistical maps, by 
district charts, by stories, and by practical personal conversations” (2). Bremer’s 
commentary here reveals the combination of rhetorical appeals she employed and her 
willingness to test and implement any method that could allow for increased 
understanding among listeners that would lead to action.  
We can see another example of advocacy work on behalf of immigrant women in 
the Committee on Work for Foreign-Born Women’s response to the problems with the 
Central Board’s views of International Institute Work, described above. After discussion, 
the minutes report the group’s consensus on how to deal with this issue: “It is urged that 
definite effort be made to cultivate close relationship between Central Board and its 
foreign-born branch. It was suggested that Miss Clark be asked to do…intensive 
cultivation to promote better understanding between general secretaries and Institute 
Executives and Central Board and the Committee” (4). We see personal intervention and 
one-on-one, local-based efforts to “cultivate” an understanding of the shared values of 






Beyond the work they conducted with YWCA staff, administrators embraced 
opportunities to reach out to the Association’s general membership to help them 
understand the importance of the International Institute’s work. Speaking of this effort in 
her 1916 article published in The Immigrants in America Review, Bremer discusses work 
done in an effort to develop students’ interest in immigration issues: 
To start young Americans studying this vast immigration is one sure way of 
gaining intelligent understanding for its peoples. Through Student Young 
Women’s Christian Associations at colleges, at the twenty-three “conferences” 
which each year include thousands of the very best of America’s young 
womanhood, and through social service study groups when they get back home in 
the winter, the cause of foreign people is forwarded. (82) 
 
Again, we have little detail about the “how” of this work, but we can see that it likely 
includes a range of large-group lecture combined with small-group discussion. This same 
approach also seems to have been incorporated into leaders’ efforts to educate the general 
public’s conceptions of immigrants. In a January 1919 document produced by the War 
Work Council (who took over services for foreign-born women during World War I), we 
see a description of the Department on Work for Foreign-Born Women. According to this 
document, two of the five main efforts of this department were “to promote study courses 
in colleges, schools, study groups in towns and cities upon the subject of foreigners in 
America” and to produce “Propaganda to stimulate social service agencies, Boards of 
Education and special commissions to extend their particular abilities in the direction of 
foreigners and especially foreign women.”  
YWCA administrators also saw power in the use of writing and public address to 
influence members’ as well as non-members’ views toward immigrants. One of the 
methods leaders used in their “campaign of education,” as Bremer labeled it an early 






1915 minutes from a meeting of the Committee for Immigration and Foreign Work show 
a request to Association Monthly (the YWCA’s monthly publication for members) for 
space for a 6-article series on immigration. Though articles on immigration appear 
sporadically throughout issues of Association Monthly in the previous years, this request 
illustrates the committee’s awareness that the subject of immigration needed to 
continuously be brought to its members’ attention. A change here we also see is that only 
some of the articles, not all, would be written by Bremer. This move freed Bremer to 
accomplish the many other tasks she had pulling her attention as the lead administrator 
(tasks which included writing for non-YWCA publications), and it also shows the 
YWCA’s growing sense that advocacy work was something to be implemented not by a 
single leader in the International Institute movement but by the movement as a whole.  
This request for publication space was echoed years later in the November 13, 
1923 minutes from the Department of Work with Foreign-Born Women, we see a request 
for emergency action that would allow the Department space in Womans Press (which 
was originally known as Association Monthly) to publish regular articles: 
on various phases of interest relating to immigration and the foreign-born, and  
International questions at home, written by the national or local staff or its friends, 
a bibliography of current magazine articles with comments, news clippings of 
general concern, both foreign and American monthly calendars of foreign 
holidays, [and] legislative notes of timely interest. (2) 
 
These articles would serve to educate readers about issues facing immigrant women and 
the YWCA’s work to remedy them, as well as to give readers more insight into 
immigrants’ backgrounds and cultures. The inclusion of information such as holidays, for 






women, therefore calling to the minds of American-born women the validity of the 
YWCA’s work with immigrants.  
 
6.4.2 External Work 
Supplementing the work seeking to improve YWCA members’ views of the International 
Institute was an extensive public campaign aimed at directing Americans to view 
immigrants favorably. Again, we can catch only glimpses of these efforts in the 
Institute’s administrative documentation; yet, despite the lack of in-depth materials 
explicitly outlining the scope and contents of this publicity work, we can still get a strong 
sense of the important role this type of work had in the administrative duties of Institute 
leaders.  
One of the types of work administrators did in this publicity campaign was 
speaking to audiences. Noting that “Workers from the Division on Work for Foreign-
born Women of the YWCA are greatly in demand as speakers before audiences interested 
in Americanization,” the July 1919 issue of Foreign Born documents just a few of these 
of these occasions. Some of these descriptions are brief, as in the notice that “Miss Jessie 
Vogt, Secretary of the East Central Field spoke before the Americanization Institute of 
the University of Pittsburgh on Americanizing the Immigrant Woman.” Two of the other 
announcements included go into slightly more depth about the content of the speeches, 
helping us to see how Institute administrators used these opportunities to forward their 
beliefs about how immigrant women should be treated. The first announcement describes 
a speech by Bremer to a group concerned with the issues women faced after the war in 






said that “The secret of Americanization is mutual respect. We cannot do 
Americanization work from a superior vantage point. Inclusion of the foreign-
born in our national life and participation in their celebrations and traditions are 
imperative. We must receive from the foreign-born what they have to give us, and 
we must give them those things in our national life which are precious to us”. (10) 
 
In this excerpt from her speech, we see that Bremer highlights the cultural dimensions of 
immigrants, likely in an effort to humanize them for audiences who may (consciously or 
unconsciously) tend to view immigrants as objects more than people. Establishing the 
humanity of immigrants, Bremer then speaks freely on her position on Americanization, 
which is based on a deep understanding and respect for immigrant women and the 
principle of reciprocity.  
Shifting to the topic of education, we see another brief excerpt of the YWCA’s 
work to change Americanizers’ views: “Miss Minnie Newman, Educational Specialist, 
speaking in Cleveland, and Youngstown, Ohio, told workers among the foreign-born that 
they must expect to do all kinds of social work and that English classes are only a part of 
the Americanization work” (10). In this opportunity to engage with the public, Newman 
clearly connects with her audience on the value of education for immigrants. Using this 
shared belief as a springboard, she is then able to shift into defining Americanization as 
the YWCA does, considering English language education as taking place within a wider, 
holistic approach to education and Americanization.  
We get a slightly more coherent descriptions of the YWCA’s outreach efforts in a 
report entitled “In the Service of Migrants,” which was published as a “Reprint from the 
Report of the National Board of the Young Women’s Christian Association to the 7th 
National Convention at Hot Springs, Arkansas” in 1922. In this report, we see a 






Department for Work with Foreign-Born Women (the department under which the 
International Institutes were run by this point in time). One section of the report, entitled 
“Education of Public Opinion” explains this important facet of the Bureau’s work:  
A different phase of work of the bureau has been the analysis of its experience for 
the benefit of people throughout the country interested in the immigration 
problems. Accurate records of nearly four thousand cases handled have made it 
possible to compile statistical charts revealing the problems which arise and the 
types of service that have proved helpful. The facts brought out by these charts 
have been startling in their revelation of the hardships and dangers of migration. 
The immigration service bureau has increasingly felt the responsibility of bring 
the facts to the attention of the American public, not only because of the urgent 
need for a more discriminating, humane understanding of this great problem but 
because of the realization that in the international conception of its task the Young 
Women’s Christian Association is a pioneer.  
 
Nor have opportunities been lacking to spread both facts and philosophy. Besides 
the regular articles in the department’s publication Foreign-Born, requests for 
information have been met from lectures, teachers of immigration at universities, 
social workers, debating societies, women’s clubs, editors of newspapers and 
periodicals, as well as from government officials and from the International Labor 
Organization. (11) 
 
Through this excerpt, we can see that the YWCA made the education of the public a 
priority. The distinction between “facts” and “philosophy” is an interesting one, as it 
reveals the two-fold nature of the YWCA’s persuasive work. To begin with, 
administrators were eager simply to begin the process of helping the public to understand 
the issues and problems immigrants faced. At the same time, however, they promoted 
their own specific approach to working with immigrants, developed through years of 
testing, that treated immigrants with compassion and respect during the process of 
Americanization. To arrive at this goal of educating the public, administrators are willing 
to use a variety of means to engage the public in their work.  
In addition to this educational facet of their work, the bureau worked with the 






administration’s shift from a position of advocacy to activism. One such effort is 
described in this report as well: “During 1921, the immigration service bureau, with the 
cooperation of the International Institutes, carried on a campaign to secure adequate 
appropriation by Congress to remedy the deplorable physical conditions of the detention 
station on Ellis Island” (11). Again lacking details as to the specific approaches to or 
results of this effort, we nonetheless see that the YWCA had grown committed to using 
the knowledge it had developed in its work with immigrants to move from pure advocacy 
to activism. The following section will go into more detail describing the political 
activism in which International Institute administrators participated.  
 
6.5 Advocacy: Legislative Work 
From the beginning of the YWCA’s work with immigrants, administrators took an 
interest in the political world, as government laws and regulations, especially in the realm 
of foreign policy, had the power to impact their work. As the International Institute 
gained maturity in the late 1910s and early 1920s, we see further attention turned to laws 
and their impact on work with immigrants. We can surmise that this increased attention 
arose from two factors: the movement’s greater size, weight, and therefore ability to 
expand its scope, and the increasing pressure that World War I put on legislators to find 
solutions to the “problem” of immigration. Regardless of their reasons, however, we see 
YWCA administrators embrace an activist identity during the 1920s. The meeting 
minutes of the Department for Work with Foreign Born Women (which was renamed as 
the Department of Immigration and Foreign Communities in October 1924) help us 






The first stirrings of the International Institute movement’s entrance into activist 
work appear in the report of the committee’s October 9, 1922 meeting. Here, we receive a 
lengthy report from Aghavnie Yeghenian and Miss Clark on the “Near East situation,” 
which was a reference to the Turkish War of Independence. In the report, Yeghenian and 
Clark describe the necessity of evacuating Christians from Constantinople and Smyrna 
within a timeframe of six weeks; however, they claim that nearby Balkan countries to 
which they could most easily be relocated are “staggering on their feet.” Yet the United 
States, with “her unparalleled resources of wealth and prosperity, of vast areas 
undeveloped, and yet untapped possibilities in industry” was only willing to allow 2,388 
people from Turkey to immigrate to America per year (the first quota law restricting 
immigration had been passed in 1921). Reflecting on this situation, Miss Clark argues 
that the YWCA should get involved in this situation because of its expertise in 
immigration: “there must be some way possible in which we could help in this situation; 
that we could not sit back with an excellent technical system for immigrants and not have 
something to suggest to make it possible for those Christians to be united to their friends 
and relatives in America.” Speaking of the idea of creating a plan to relocated Turkish 
Christians, Yeghenian also argues in favor of this plan, taking a position that points to the 
advantages of accepting migrants vs. refugees, a difference which would in six weeks’ 
time (according to Yeghenian and Clark) no longer exist: “It these people were allowed 
to come now before they are massacred and their possessions ravaged and burned they 
would not be refugees, but a wholesome group of ‘migrants’ who in most cases will bring 
wealth with them to this country.” The committee, “After full discussion” agreed that the 






temporary suspension of the May 1921 quota regulations for Turkish territory which will 
permit persecuted Christians to join relatives and friends in this country” (4). The 
description of events in this report illustrates the YWCA’s sense that the United States’ 
treatment of immigrants was an issue worthy of their concern, partially because of the 
moral questionability of a policy that in effect allowed people to be killed, and partially 
because the United States and organizations such as they YWCA were especially well 
equipped to handle immigrants, even in large numbers.  
With this decision made, the committee laid out a plan of action for achieving its 
objective, determining the best approach for this new facet of their persuasive worked 
based on their own positioning as well as the parties who would need to be involved in 
such a legislative action. As a department of the larger YWCA, the International 
Institutes’ administrators’ first move was to request the YWCA’s Executive Committee 
immediately authorize the Department for Work with Foreign Born Women and the 
Legislative Committee of the YWCA to work together on this issue. Assuming this 
approval, the committee then laid out their plan of action, their ultimate goal being “to 
call President Harding’s attention to the desirability of the temporary suspension of the 
quota regulation for Turkish territory which will permit persecuted Christians to be united 
to families and friends in this country on national, humanitarian and Christian grounds.” 
To achieve this goal, the committee plans “to consult: a. Mrs. Hyde in regard to an 
interview with Senator Freylinghuysen [sic]. b. Mr. Morganthau [sic]. c. Miss Helen 
Davis in regard to an interview with Mr. William Hays. d. The right person in regard to 
interview with Mr. Hoover.” Leveraging their power within the network they had created 






in order “to find where sympathy exists for this humanitarian act. If any one of these 
gentlemen become sympathetic he will assume responsibility for discovering the best 
way to lay the matter before the President.” Devising a secondary plan, they continue on: 
“Only when all efforts to secure President Harding’s championship fall, need we consider 
the possibility of interesting influential members of Congress.” Speaking of all these 
efforts, the committee agrees that all these efforts must be “Done in the most quiet way 
possible to avoid all publicity” and that “Publicity for this cause must not be thought of 
until either President Harding asks for support from Christian organizations for it, or until 
some resolution has been introduced in Congress and sponsors of it ask the country to 
support them in it” (5, 6).  
This development of a plan of action demonstrates that, even in their activist 
work, YWCA members took a rhetorical approach where they strategically implemented 
one-on-one interaction within their network of contacts. Their hope was to establish 
common values with these contacts, who would then reach out into their own networks 
(and primarily President Harding) as an approach to achieving their goals.  Interestingly, 
administrators insisted on a high level of secrecy to accompany this persuasive approach. 
Their emphasis on secrecy served several purposes. First, secrecy eliminated the 
likelihood of public attention to this issue, which might sway the decisions of some of the 
people they hoped to recruit for their cause; it also ensured that their efforts would not be 
publicly attacked and that the YWCA could maintain its status as a “disinterested,” non-
political organization. It’s also possible that the veil of secrecy would allow 
administrators time to approach a secondary list of potential allies should their first 






planned their activist work, consciously making decisions that were least likely to 
undermine their administrative goals should their plans backfire.      
Just over a month later at the November 13, 1922 meeting, we see news that 
“Miss Davis and Mrs. Bremer had secured Mr. Will Hays’ promise to lay before 
President Harding the possibility of presenting the Near East situation in his next 
message to Congress. It is also understood that Mr. Caldwell will call the attention of the 
President to this matter.” In addition to this progress, the minutes from this meeting 
include the text of a telegraph sent by Bremer to all International Institutes on November 
10: 
Several hundred immigrants majority women children from Constantinople and 
Asia Minor excess quota Ellis Island danger deportation to enemy territory unless 
a special action taken by Secretary of Labor stop Can you urge citizens telegraph 
President urging admission of these persecuted Christians as act of mercy 
memorial to spirit of Armistice Day. 
  
This telegram indicates that, apparently, administrators had decided that it was time to 
break the secrecy surrounding their activist efforts on this issue. Reporting on the success 
of this message, the minutes indicate that “Wonderful report of the action take upon 
receipt of this telegram have been made by the Institutes.”  
The following set of minutes from the December 11, 1922 meeting record further 
progress, reporting that a bill on this issue had been presented on December 5 to 
Congress by Senator Keyes of New Hampshire and Representative White of Kansas. The 
minutes state that a hearing on bill “is likely to be called this week and Mrs. Dickinson 
has authorized an emergency request that this department be officially represented at that 






the hearing.” The January 9, 1923 report tells us that Yeghenian as well as Miss Hurlbutt 
attended this meeting and details the various witnesses who gave testimony on the issue.  
After updates in the subsequent months about various versions of bills that were 
proposed as alternatives to the Keyes/White Bill, however, we find in the March 13, 1923 
minutes that “Mrs. Bremer reported the defeat of our effort to get legislation put through 
in [sic] behalf of Near East refugees.” Despite the failure of the International Institute’s 
efforts with this legislation, however, its participation marked an important step in their 
move toward embracing an activist identity as administrators. Indeed, the report remarks 
on Bremer’s belief that “it was thought that perhaps some other committee might take up 
the matter again next fall, when Congress opens. The time is now ripe for some action” 
(3).  
As the meeting minutes for the following several years indicate, administrators 
accepted this role that Bremer outlined. The documents from the Department of 
Immigration and Foreign Communities in the following year show their continued 
interested in legislation through the establishments of a Legislative Committee. At nearly 
every meeting in the following years, we see the Legislative Committee give updates on 
legislation under consideration and bring important news on current events related to 
immigration to the larger department for action. This development of an official 
administrative body to keep the International Institutes abreast of relevant political 
developments symbolizes the crystallization of the YWCA’s activist efforts, efforts 
which developed progressively in response to the various arguments the International 
Institute saw itself forwarding to various audiences through time. This development of a 






the level of federal legislation, however, stands not as the pinnacle of longstanding 
political ambition on the part of YWCA administrators, but rather as the logical 
consequence of a program of activism approached rhetorically.   
 
6.6 Conclusion 
As International Institute administrators went about their work with immigrant women, 
they realized that a central component of their work would be to work to change the 
social conditions in which their programs operated. They began their work in this arena 
as advocacy, hoping to change negative beliefs that hindered their ability do the teaching 
and case work for which there was so desperate a need. Eventually, as the International 
Institute movement grew, leaders expanded their work into the realm of political 
activism, using their status as a highly regarded, national organization to make changes in 
the law that would benefit immigrant women. Overall, this process of persuasion that 
administrators enacted at both levels, as well as the process of transformation from 
advocacy to activism, were rhetorical processes that were successful because of 
administrators’ deep sense of audience and context and their deep grounding in their core 
values. In the following chapter, I will offer some thoughts on how the work of the 








7.1 Implications of the International Institute Movement for the 21st Century 
As the first deep study of the YWCA’s International Institute movement from an 
administrative perspective, this project has led to an opening up rather than a tying up. 
Reflecting on the implications of this work, we see numerous connections to explore, 
starting points for growth, and sites at which to dig deeper for administrators, educators, 
policy makers, citizens, the native-born, and the non-native born. Given the vastness of 
what my project begins to uncover, this chapter will focus primarily on the implications 
of this history for those who are in positions of power in the construction of rhetorical 
education programs, especially in the setting of higher education.  
 
7.2 Administrative Implications 
When the work of the International Institute began, it signified a disruption of the model 
of education that silently viewed immigrant education as the education of immigrant 
men. Establishing the immigrant woman as a subject for education, the YWCA 
challenged standard views toward education, and in this move of inclusion they 







While we might like to believe that today we now live in a world where the 
education of women is not even a question, this is unfortunately not the case, as many 
news stories indicate that, especially in developing countries, millions of women are 
denied the right to education. Adding the category of “immigrant” to the category of 
“woman” creates additional obstacles. As this investigation revealed, the intersectionality 
of these identities was often a barrier to education, one which the YWCA sought to 
dismantle. Again unfortunately, we still see that the identity of immigrant woman is one 
that marginalizes. For example, the Norwegian news site The Nordic Page reported in 
December 2015 about Fisheries Minister Per Sandberg’s argument against Norway 
expending resources on the education of immigrant girls. Sandberg, The Nordic Page 
reports, commented in his recent book Mot Min Vilje that educating immigrant girls was 
wasteful because “girls get married to someone from their home country” and then “stay 
at home producing children.”   
In addition to these troubling reports related to education, a 2015 poll reported by 
Bloomberg Businessweek reports that 61% of Americans view immigration unfavorably, 
agreeing that it “jeopardizes the nation.” The results of this survey, which show 
Americans reacting more negatively toward immigration than in other recent surveys, 
may have been influenced by the recent debate over Syrian refugee resettlement in the 
United States, especially in wake of the November 13, 2015 Paris terrorist attack.   
Considering the cultures in which these stances and conditions make the lives of 
immigrants and especially their opportunities for education difficult, we see in the 
International Institute administration’s work an approach for proceeding with the project 






resistance. Rather than viewing the International Institute movement’s work as a source 
for ready-made ideas on effective educational and administrative techniques, what we can 
draw from this study is a sense of the approach administrators took to their work. At its 
heart, this administrative approach was a rhetorical one, rooted in the administrators’ 
strong sense of purpose and staunch values, but tempered and guided always by the local 
conditions in which they operated, the particular characteristics and needs of the women 
they sought to serve, and a keen awareness of the social, political, and cultural attitudes 
which had the ability to impact their work. These administrative priorities and values are 
especially important for administrators working with populations of ESL students, whose 
linguistic backgrounds and needs demand that we pay special attention to their rhetorical 
education.  
Applying this approach to the theory of writing program administration more 
generally to include programs that do not specifically work with large numbers of non-
native English speakers, we can still draw from the work of the International Institute 
movement as a model for our work. Across the country, writing program administrators 
today face tremendous pressure, from the general public as well as from administrators at 
our own institutions, to run our programs and teach in ways that are inconsistent with our 
disciplinary knowledge and values. Commonplace examples include pressure to rely on 
various types of standardized test scores to replace writing courses or place students into 
writing courses, pressure to focus heavily on the “basics” of grammar and punctuation in 
first-year writing classes instead of larger rhetorical considerations, and, somewhat 






Looking back at the work of the International Institutes’ administration, we see 
that the placing of pressure upon those responsible for rhetorical education is perhaps 
inevitable. Taking a cue from these administrators, though, we can look for ways to shore 
up our beliefs about effective teaching and use these, along with an array of rhetorical 
strategies, to not only defend but promote our approaches. Looking at the administrative 
documentation of the International Institutes and the development of their programs, we 
see everywhere the use of evidence-based reasoning, with data derived from local, 
current conditions wherever possible to promote particular beliefs and actions. 
Administrators today can apply this strategy to their own programs, incorporating 
empirical assessments that speak the language of numbers and big data that drives 
university and public policy.  
Another lesson we can draw from the International Institute movement’s approach 
to dealing with pressure from gatekeeping stakeholders is to find ways to meet these 
demands in an outward while simultaneously, and perhaps quietly, abiding by our own 
principles. We see this approach particularly in the International Institute movement’s 
leadership in terms of pedagogy. Regarding English language instruction as a whole, the 
general Americanization movement, propelled by public opinion, promoted the teaching 
of English to immigrants. Falling in line with this cultural and social agenda, YWCA 
administrators provided English classes, and make efforts to advertise and promote them 
widely, including in newspapers which would be available to the larger public. The 
contents of these classes and approaches to these classes, however, were built on the 
YWCA’s own terms. Employing a multilingual method and activities guided by women’s 






women while still ostensibly meeting the requirements imposed upon them by cultural 
expectations as to the function of English as a second language courses for immigrants. 
Facing similar types of pressures, writing program administrators have the opportunity to 
develop creative, and perhaps unconventional or subversive, solutions to problems they 
face.  
In all of their work, administrators were committed to seeing the students they 
worked with as integrated wholes. From research that delved deeply into immigrants’ 
backgrounds and home lives, to educational approaches that engaged women physically 
and socially in addition to intellectually, to persuasive work that aimed to convince 
skeptics of the humanity of the immigrant, YWCA administrators understood the 
importance of the many connections—the miniature ecologies—out of which each 
individual emerges. In the university today, and especially in immigration, we have the 
tendency to view students as members of groups rather than individually. First-year 
students, international students, non-native speakers, liberal arts majors, STEM majors, 
non-traditional students—each of the categories, while useful, also erases the many 
important differences. As a result, two members of any of these groups may have almost 
no discernible similarity save for their sharing of an institutional category, and those of us 
who teach these students are left with little information upon which to base our 
pedagogies. To combat this problem, administrators can look for ways to construct 
meaningful forms of inquiry that will give depth and context to our understandings of 
students. Using this information, we can shape programs that meet students’ needs and 







It's important to note that, in all of these efforts, YWCA administrators were just 
that—administrators, plural. Though the program they developed was far larger than any 
most any WPA might direct, it is clear the number of women involved in running the 
International Institute movement, as well as those running various International Institutes 
themselves, used collaboration for more than simply distributing their workload. Rather, 
administrators talked through important issues together, sharing their creativity and their 
individual knowledge in order to generate ideas on how to solve the problems they faced. 
It is essential, then, for administrators to develop alliances among their own departments 
and institutions (as well as in public venues such as WPA-L) that will enable them to 
engage in collaborative problem solving and move from a stance of reactivity to 
proactivity.  
Along these lines, the International Institute movement’s administration shows us 
that it would be fruitful for administrative teams to spend time discussing, and hopefully 
reach some level of consensus on, the philosophies that guide their programs. For the 
International Institute, for example, their core philosophies were an orientation toward 
pragmatism, feminism, and an ethical (even moral) imperative to humanize and protect 
some of the most vulnerable members of society. Administrators today would benefit 
from taking the time to recognize the philosophies guiding their programs as well as the 
philosophies they wish to guide their programs, then working to reconcile the two.  
As they contemplate the philosophies guiding their work, administrators ought to 
consider all of the roles to which their work may call them. Reflecting on the important 
part activist work played in their overall efforts to meet their goals, we see that 






option, but an imperative. Their administrative infrastructures involved a multi-pronged 
approach to immigrant women’s education, and they launched offensives on multiple 
fronts to ensure their ability to educate women to the best of their ability. Their example 
compels us today to reconsider the domain of WPA work, suggesting the addition of an 
activist imperative to the more traditional responsibilities of program construction, 
development, and maintenance.  
 
7.3 Disciplinary Implications 
As I described in Chapter 1, the topic of immigrant women’s education in the early 20th 
century was a difficult one to even conceive because of the divisions among the 
disciplines of rhetoric and composition, community literacy studies, second language 
studies, and education. Until recently, the study of women’s rhetorical education in this 
era has been quite limited due to these disciplinary gaps. Bringing perspectives from 
these fields together, however, in the building of this history, reveals that there is much 
yet to be uncovered, and much that we stand to learn about immigrant women’s rhetorical 
education. This learning, however, and the process of sharing what we learn, will be 
made more difficult by disciplinary isolation. This project, and the attention it calls to 
what we have yet to study, challenges us to find ways to work together and coordinate 
our approaches to the investigation of certain topics that makes use of all our expertise. 
Through this collaborative work, we will have the resources we need to build strong 
administrative infrastructures that will enable us to intentionally, rhetorically develop our 






The necessity of a shared disciplinary approach to topics such as rhetorical 
education is visible in the way the International Institute administrators conducted their 
work. In every project they began, administrators were careful to assess whether anyone 
was doing similar work to what they wished to do. If so, they made an effort to reach out 
to these organizations and find ways collaborate if such a partnership could be 
established that aligned with the needs, goals, and values of Institute administrators. 
Though in many cases collaboration was not a viable option, their work to explore the 
field ensured no efforts were needlessly duplicated and that all their work could be 
validated by community need.  
Particularly in their work in advocacy and eventually activism, the International 
Institute movement shows us the importance of developing alliances outside of our 
immediate field, apart from those who are automatically predisposed to accept our beliefs 
about the best ways to approach rhetorical education. While Linda Adler-Kassner’s book 
compellingly argues for activism work to take place at the local level, the International 
Institute movement’s work in the world of federal legislation shows us that “local” is a 
relative term. For our national organizations, such as the Council of Writing Program 
Administrators, the Conference on College Composition and Communication, the 
National Council of Teachers of English, Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages, the National Education Association, and the Modern Language Association, 
we can continue to push (hard) for policy, legislation, and press that forwards our 






all types can work together to coordinate support for their programs and to influence 
institutional and state policies in a way that benefits students according to our expertise.  
 
7.4 Historiographic Implications 
 
One of the most interesting contemporary ideas on the Americanization movement that I 
encountered during my research was the idea that the Americanization movement was a 
failure. Though this declaration is never accompanied by a rubric outlining the author’s 
criteria for failure, we get the general sense that the fading away of many 
Americanization programs, the fading of political fervor for these programs, and the 
generally poor attendance numbers are read as an indication that Americanization 
programs were unsuccessful. From one perspective, this argument is true, but from 
another perspective, the one I advance here, such a generalization eclipses the many 
programs, such as the International Institute movement, that did valuable work with 
thousands of women. Also interesting about the International Institute movement in 
particular is that it did not simply “fade away” as most politically-driven or industrial-
driven classes did with the cooling of Americanization fever. While a few International 
Institutes closed as local needs changed, a great many of them grew to the point where 
they chose to become independent institutions (beginning in the later 1920s through 
1930s, primarily). Today, many International Institutes still exist across the United States, 
and they still operate with the goal of offering support and services to immigrants and 
refugees. From this perspective, historians’ assertion about the failure of Americanization 






Considering the implications of this discovery in light of continuing 
historiographic work in the fields of rhetoric and composition, second language studies, 
community literacy studies, and education, we are reminded that there is always room to 
interrogate what we perceive as truth. Especially when we begin to push our historical 
accounts in terms of identities like gender, race, and class, we often find room to rewrite 
our histories to be more inclusive, as many scholars have shown especially in the field of 
composition studies within the past few decades. As we treasure the disciplinary riches 
that these new stories bring to our fields, however, we must also be careful not to be 
blinded by their glow. Through the writing of this history and conference presentations 
on this work, I found myself continually challenged by audience members observing the 
fact that the YWCA’s practices still constrained women in many ways. Their emphasis 
on homemaking skills like cooking and sewing, for example, falls in line with many of 
the lessons employed by top-down education programs, programs which scholars have 
established as a means of social control of immigrants. As I push this project further, I 
would like to spend more time attending to these inconsistencies and challenges found in 
the International Institute movement’s work, finding a way to represent these less 
desirable aspects alongside those we would seek to emulate.  
 
7.5 Concluding Thoughts  
Through an administrative history grounded in archival evidence, this dissertation 
explored the work of the International Institute movement in far greater depth than has 
previously been done. Through this project, I have developed an approach to feminist, 






methodology, I have been able to explore the program construction, pedagogy, and 
activism of the International Institute movement as it reached out to immigrant women, 
an underserved and vulnerable population in early 20th century America. In particular, I 
argued that the movement’s bottom-up positioning, grounded in feminist philosophies 
and an understanding of rhetorical education as ecological, were keys to its success.  
As writing program administrators and all experts involved in rhetorical education 
continue the work of seeking to educate students, from the most privileged to the most 
vulnerable, we must consciously develop programs that are capable of meeting student 
needs. As the International Institute’s programs show, rhetorical administrative practices 
that take into consideration the needs, values, and lived experiences of students stand a 
strong chance of success. Top-down administrative practices, evidenced in the many state 
and industry sponsored programs of the Americanization Era, are also an option available 
to us—one that might be promoted or encouraged by certain stakeholders or publics. 
While this study does not provide hard and fast evidence against this approach to 
administration, it does ask us to think through the consequences of these programs for our 
students. As educators, and especially as those who have been tasked with helping 
students develop the rhetorical abilities that will enable them to participate in democratic 













1 Following the work of Shirley Wilson Logan, I employ rhetorical education as a term 
which includes the “various combinations of experiences influencing how people 
understand and practice effective communication” (3). Jessica Enoch employees this term 
as well, defining it as “any educational program that develops in students a communal 
and civic identity and articulates for them the rhetorical strategies, language practices, 
and bodily and social behaviors that make possible their participation in communal and 
civic affairs” (8). Given the conscious efforts of the Americanization movement to shape 
immigrants’ social behavior through English language teaching, this term works well to 
describe the array of speaking, listening, reading, and writing-related education initiatives 
taking place in community, civic, and industrial locations during this time period. Logan 
also notes that “literacy education” is often used interchangeably with rhetorical 
education, although technically speaking “Literacy is the broader term, the ground upon 
which rhetorical education develops” (4). I use these terms interchangeably in my text in 
light of the expectation in this time period that English language instruction for 
immigrants was directly related to the goal of assimilation into American society.     
 
2 It is difficult to draw a border between composition studies and community literacy 
studies given that many scholars’ work can be identified as belonging to either or both 
fields. My separation of these fields here is meant to contrast the focus of studies on 
school-related writing that characterizes much work of composition studies with the 
focus on non-school institutions and personal writing found in the field of community 
literacy.  
 
3 Recent historians have expressed concerns over this terminology due to its 
Eurocentrism and implication of a total shift in immigration patterns, 
 
4 The passage of immigrant restriction laws (quota laws) in 1921 largely ended mass 
immigration.  
 
5 See Dennis Baron’s book The English-Only Question: An Official Language for 
Americans? and Elsa Roberts Auerbach’s article “Reexamining English Only in the ESL 
Classroom” for detailed discussions of this topic.  
 
 
6 I refer to Edith B. Terry Bremer by her married name (Bremer) throughout this project 
for consistency. Bremer began her work with the YWCA before her marriage to Harry M. 





7 Until the Cable Act of 1922, immigrant women whose husbands became citizens 
automatically gained citizenship as well. 
 
8 Scholars have used both “pragmatist feminism” and “feminist pragmatism” to describe 
this philosophic orientation. I choose to use “pragmatist feminism” in order to foreground 
pragmatism as an approach to feminist work.  
 
9Although this term may be considered objectionable today, I use it here in hope of better 
preserving the original language used by YWCA administrators. Additionally, this use of 
original language can assist researchers interested in studying this topic further.   
 
10 I first found the manuscript for this article, “Foreign Community and Immigration 
Work” amongst the YWCA’s archival documents. 
 
11 Clark’s current position with the Buffalo Committee of Management likely involved 
her in the education of both men and women. Therefore, we can assume that Clark 
intends to use the masculine pronoun here to include both men and women, as this speech 
was given as a part of an International Institute conference. 
 
12 Ellen Cushman’s foundational essay “The Rhetorician as an Agent of Social Change” 
has served as a call to public action for composition scholars.  
 
13 I use “local” here relative to the level at which YWCA administrators worked in 
particular instances. In some cases, when working in an individual city, this “local” work 
was concentrated to a small audience or small geographic area. In other cases, when the 
International Institutes became involved in national legislation, for example, I consider 
their work “local” in that a national organization was targeting a national governing body. 
 
14This attitude toward the “foreign” has been well-theorized by scholars such as Edward 
Said, whose work on Orientalism describes the exoticization of the “other” characteristic 
of Western culture. We can see this exoticism operating concretely in this time period in, 
for instance, the reductiveness of many pageants (described in Chapter 5).  
 
15 “Preparedness propaganda” refers to the campaign in the United States to build up the 
armed forces. Opponents of the movement, which spiked during World War I, believed 
America should actively pursue neutrality. For a detailed discussion, see Michael David 
Pearlman’s To Make Democracy Safe for the World : A Social History of the Origins, 
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Speaker Series. Purdue University. 8 February 2013. 
 
“A New Exchange: Reimagining English Graduate Education for the 21st Century.” Thomas R. 
Watson Conference, Louisville, KY. October 18-20, 2012.  
 
“Beyond Word: Spelling and Grammar Technologies in Networked Environments.” Computers 
and Writing, Raleigh, NC. May 20, 2012.  
 
“Zooming Out: Meeting the Needs of Second Language Writers through GTA Education.” 
Second Language Writing Symposium 2012, West Lafayette, IN. September 6-8, 2012.  
  
“Teaching Writing with a Twist: Parody in the FYC Classroom.” With Pen in Hand: Let's Talk 
About Text, Virginia Tech English Graduate Conference, Virginia Tech, Blacksburg, VA.  
February 27, 2010. 
 
Administration 
“Perspectives from the Past: Early 20th Century Approaches to Sustainable Writing Programs.” 
Council of Writing Program Administrators. Boise, ID. July 18, 2015.  
 
“Disciplinary Designs: Negotiating Changes in the Mechanical Engineering Writing Enhancement 
Program.” Council for Programs in Technical and Scientific Communication Annual Meeting. 
Colorado Springs, CO. September 26, 2014.  
 
“Engineering and First-Year Composition: Bringing Engineers into Writing Spaces and Writers to 
Engineering Conventions.” International Writing Across the Curriculum Conference. 
Minneapolis, MN. June 12, 2014.  
 
“Guarding the Border: The Ethics of Writing Placement.” College English Association, 
Richmond, VA. March 30, 2012.  
 
Theory 
“The Visual Rhetoric of Convenience-Food Labels.” Communication in the 21st Century: 
Obstacles and Opportunities, School of Writing, Rhetoric, and Technical Communication 
Symposium, James Madison University, Harrisonburg, VA.  April 16, 2010. 
 
“The Evolution of Identity in 20th Century Literature.” Self and World Undergraduate Philosophy 






ACADEMIC SERVICE  
 
OPEN Co-Leader. Purdue University Department of English. Spring 2015. 
Responsible for co-developing and co-leading monthly OPEN (Ongoing Peer Education Network) 
forums, an avenue for continuing professional development and collaboration among all 
instructors in the English department.  
 
Graduate Representative (Elected), Introductory Writing Committee, Purdue University 
Department of English. 2014-2015; 2012-2013. 
 Attended meetings of the Introductory Writing Committee as a representative of graduate students 
to  
 discuss policies and issues related to the Introductory Composition program.  
 
Graduate Senator. Purdue Graduate Student Government, Purdue University. 2013-2014.  
Represented and advocated for needs and interests of English Department graduate students to  
Graduate Student Government Senate. Debated and voted on bills relevant to the allocation of 
funds and services for graduate students across the university. Served on Social Committee to 
increase sense of community among graduate students.   
 
Peer Reviewer, Public Knowledge Journal. 2010-2013. 
Provided reader reports and recommendations for articles submitted to this interdisciplinary, 
graduate-student run journal focused on public policy, governance, and globalization. 
 
Graduate Student Representative (Elected), MA Committee, Virginia Tech Department of English. 
2010-2011. 
Worked with faculty committee members to provide a student voice on issues involving the 
Master’s program.  
 
Planning Committee Member, Virginia Tech English Graduate Conference. 2009, 2010. 
 Collaborated with other graduate students to plan and organize the annual English graduate 
student  
 conference.  
 
Mentor, English Mentoring Program, Virginia Tech. 2009, 2010. 
 Met with undergraduate students majoring in English to provide career-related guidance.  
 
PROFESSIONAL AFFILIATIONS  
 
College English Association 
Conference on College Composition and Communication 
Council of Writing Program Administrators  
Modern Language Association 
National Council of Teachers of English 


















“Academic Discourse Assignment.” Writing Assignments in Context. Eds. Melissa 
Bender and Karma Waltonen. Jefferson, NC: McFarland, 2016. Print. 
 
“First-year Composition Through a Global Engineering Perspective.” With Matthew 
Allen and Mary McCall. Connexions 1.2 (2013): 109-133. Print.  
 
“Towards an Ethics of Writing Placement.” CEA Critic 75.1 (2013): 51-65. Print.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
16 
